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James could go to hell as far as Jason was concerned. Some part of him thought he was already well on his 
way. James was treacherous, treacherous in both his emotions and his physical actions. Treacherous and 
unpredictable, wild, aggressive, all bared teeth, scraggly hair and fierce eyes; maybe the irises really were this 


pale, oceanic blue but Jason saw when his eyes darkened as he stood, hulking like an animal, before striking. 
It had just become so exhausting. 


He almost regretted joining the band. He felt so disconnected, mostly from James but also from everyone else. 
He'd been the last to join--the replacement--and the ostracization hadn't died down. Weeks had turned into 
months and he was still the new kid, the one to be taunted and teased but, worse than that, broken and beaten 
down. And James was the ringleader. Jason almost chuckled darkly, sadly, to himself as he imagined James in a 


full Barnum and Bailey get-up, deep blue velvet jacket and matching top-hat, a long black whip in his hand; of 


course, even that stupid mental blip was ruined by Jason remembering that he'd be on the receiving end of 


that whip. 


He looked at his arm as he finished packing his bass up. Jagged, red scratch marks were etched into the inside 
of his forearm. James was a fucking animal. He fought dirty, dirty and unprovoked. One wrong note, one slip-up, 
one suggestion too many and he turned on Jason so fast he hardly ever had time to block whatever was 
headed his way, whether it be an open hand, a fist, a glass bottle or even just a scathing look. The silent looks 
made Jason more frightened. He never knew what they truly meant or what was coming next. 


Jesus Christ, Jason should just quit. It was a side project, it was playing tiny gigs in dive bars and shitty clubs, 
getting hammered after and being broke all the goddamn time, not anything more. What kept him going was 


that, one day, it could be more. And one day maybe James would see some fucking value in him. 


Clambering out with his bass and gear, he headed toward his beaten, rusted little sedan, grateful that 
everyone else had headed out before him. They didn't usually feel the need to wait up for Jason. Sometimes 
Kirk did. The soft, sympathetic but silent looks Kirk shot Jason sometimes made everything feel so much 
worse, like either Kirk was just around to pity him or just around to act like he cared but continued to do 
nothing. Still, Kirk was the only one Jason could really talk to and, as much as he hated to admit it, the skinny, 
slight arm that would sometimes wrap around his shoulders felt nice. He'd never craved touch so intensely 


before he met James, and the slaps and punches and scratches weren't the touches Jason wanted. 


He felt safer as he was shutting the trunk and so close to slouching in the driver's seat, turning the key to 
blast the A/C and hit the road. It had been a tough rehearsal, with a lot of dangerous glares from James 
that, on this day, successfully shut Jason up completely. His tight-lipped silence, however, seemed to provoke 
James even more and, by the end of it, James even looked like he was angry, face all red and sweat dripping 
down his temples, teeth gritted. As if he never fucked up. As if he were perfect. 


Settling into the seat, Jason yelped as something--multiple things--pierced his butt and thighs, insidiously small 
and sharp. "What the fuck?" he muttered, incredulous and more confused than upset. Until he saw what it 
was--little silver thumbtacks littered all over his car seat, a few then stuck through his clothes and in his 
skin Rage thundered through his body, hot and dense, and he swiped them off the upholstery and onto the 
grass before picking the stragglers out of his skin. Looking around, there was no one--not a single one of them 
had even watched to see what they'd--James--had done. Probably already so fixated on booze that they 
forgot. 


Somehow, it hurt even more that none of them even gave enough of a shit to see what they'd done. The rage 
turned to a strange, painful sort of grief and Jason slammed the car door shut as he gripped the steering 
wheel, tears threatening to breach and run down his cheeks, but they never fell. 


No one asked about the thumbtacks three days later at their next rehearsal, jam sesh, whatever. It could 


hardly be a rehearsal when James was half-wasted the whole time, Lars close behind him, and Kirk was doing 


his usual routine of playing to mostly just himself. Jason wondered why he'd even shown up, yet again Was it 
really worth it? If he could just get through their gig the next night. And the next one. And the one after that. 
It was never-ending and he was frustrated with not just the situation, not just with James, but with himself, 


because he couldn't let go and for no good reason. 


Well, there was one reason, one which Jason didn't want to address. It was hard to even leave the room when 
James caught his eyes and the expression behind them wasn't something malevolent. Always when Jason would 
be on his way out, there would at least be a momentary flicker of something soft in James’ eyes, almost like 


he didn't want him to go. But then he'd bark at Jason to get the fuck out or to get them more beer and that 
would be the end of it. It stung. It never stopped stinging. 


Jason really didn't want to think about it. He grabbed the cold beer Kirk offered him and cracked it open. They 
really weren't getting much done but he knew, despite the growing negativity he felt within himself, they 
played pretty good shows. They'd developed a sort of following, a number of local metalheads, bikers, barflys 
and teens whooping and clapping at the shows they played. They'd even started playing outside of town, driving 
in the ratty old van James and Lars bought together. Jason had to admit to himself that the look on James’ 
face when he'd shown him and Kirk the van was kind of sweet--he never saw that side of James, the side 


that was proud and gleeful like a little kid If Jason could see more of that spark and tenderness he might just- 


"Newkidl" James’ voice wasn't tender, wasn't sweet--it was gruff and hard and it made Jason pause with the 
beer in his hand midair. The mane of blonde hair swirled in Jason's field of vision until James' face was the 


only thing he could see. "Go get us some more." 


There were so many things Jason wanted to say. So many things he could have said but instead he put his 
beer down, stood up and walked out of the garage to the side of the house where the cooler was. Why they 
couldn't just put the cooler in the garage was a question he would never dare to ask--probably Lars not 
wanting to ruin the vibe or something--but even if he was stuck being James’ bitch, at least Jason could get 


some fresh air. 


And chug a beer all by himself before he returned. He popped the tab of a fresh one and titled his head back, 
closing his eyes against the late evening sun and let the cool, wheaty froth and liquid pour down his throat. He 
felt a tiny buzz almost instantly--he must have needed it bad--but it was gone even quicker when he felt the 


ominous presence of someone standing too close to him. 


"Can't even trust you to do this right, for fuck's sake," James spat out, shoving his hip against Jason, nearly 
sending him into the side of the house. He bent over and grabbed a bunch of beers, the way he was cradling 
them almost making Jason laugh. Thank god he didn't--James looked pissed when he rose up, eyes glued to 
Jason's and, this time, filled with nothing but contempt. 


You wouldn't let me drink the beer Kirk gave me soo Jason thought but what he said was, "Sorry, James." 


James gave a rough little snort, looked Jason up and down before landing his eyes on the beer in his hand and 


said, "Finish it" 


Oh no. It was a game, Jason already knew it was, but who the fuck knew what would happen if he didn't play 
along. He tilted his head back again and steadily drank the rest, huffing out a breath after the last chug. 
Instantly, another beer was being shoved at him as James smirked maliciously, glued to Jason like he was 
watching a TV show. Jason took a breath and started working on the second beer, trying to ignore James 
scrutinizing, and he counted the seconds it took him to drink it all, trying to focus on each number instead of 
whatever sick punishment this was meant to be. Would he really just stand there and watch Jason drink beer 


all night? No way. 


But as Jason dropped the empty second can, a third was thrust at him and an insidious smirk was on James’ 
lips when Jason looked at him. He popped the tab, trying not to let the confusion and growing anger overwork 
him. "You gonna join me?" he asked, bringing the beer to his lips. The question sounded more inviting than 


sarcastic and Jason waited for a moment to see how James would react. 


Not that well, of course. He sneered and shoved Jason's shoulder, making him bounce off the side of the house. 
"You can drink that one on the road," he said, the glare he was giving nearly enough to make Jason cower. 


"We're done here." 


So that was it. Eight months into Metallica and Jason was still being shoved around, still watching James walk 
away after having the last word, making him feel like a scolded dog with his tail between his legs. He wished he 
had the balls to throw that third beer after James and hit him in the back of the head but he just did what 
he was asked and took it with him, foregoing his bass. They had a show the next night, he'd be back for it. He 


didn't want to face Kirk and Lars and he certainly didn't want to deal with James anymore. 


Driving home buzzed with an open beer in the cup holder, Jason vowed to someday, someday soon, finally stop 


taking James’ shit. 


Onstage, no one would have ever known how much animosity James had toward Jason. It was the only time 
James ever gave him a real smile, full of big, white teeth and sometimes even laughter that Jason swore he 
could hear over their grinding and thumping. Over the previous eight months, Jason felt like he'd started to 
live for those moments and wish he could have more of them, the desire for not just James’ approval but 
also his friendship still so strong even after so much torment. He hated that. But he loved the band and 
playing with them, loved the pride they all felt even if they were still practicing out of a garage in the 
daytime. It was the first time Jason felt like he was truly a part of something--the only thing still keeping him 
fragmented was James. The James that was revealed as soon as the gig was over and they were all panting 
and sweaty backstage or behind whatever bar they were at. 


Jason knew better than to get comfortable with the declawed version of James that had been playing with him 
all night. If he had driven himself to the show, alone, he probably would have just ducked out rather than join 


them back inside the bar. But he was without a ride and too broke for a cab but not broke enough for a 


couple drinks so he stayed, on edge and waiting to be pounced on at any moment. 


But James was being quieter than usual, also staying further away from Jason than usual. He and Lars had 
confined themselves to a booth, Lars with a chick already nearly in his lap and another one sitting next to 
James, though she didn't look as intent on getting cozy with him. No wonder, Jason thought as he glanced over, 
considering James looked pissed For what reason? They had a good show. And it wasn't like him to not soak up 


some flirting when it was thrown his way. 

"You alright?" Kirk asked from beside Jason, the two of them perched at the bar. Jason wasn't sure if Kirk 
was sticking around just him because he felt guilty or because he couldn't find a girl but, whatever--Jason 
would take the company. 


"Yeah, man." Jason clacked his beer against Kirk's. "Good show. You kicked ass." 


Kirk smiled. At least his smiles were always real, onstage or off. "Thanks. You too." He paused, taking a drink, 


then asked, "Why'd you leave so fast last night?" 

Jason considered lying, but what was the point? "James told me to." 

Kirk frowned and his brow tightened. "He told you to leave?" 

Jason nodded, keeping his eyes on Kirk in a sort of, / dont know kind of look as he drank. 
Kirk shook his head. "That's not cool." 

Jason was too sober to say it but he said it anyway: "He hates me, Kirk" 


"No, he doesn't hate you," Kirk replied, but it looked like even he didn't believe that entirely. "He misses Cliff, 


y'know?" 


Yeah, of course. Jason knew that. And Jason knew he couldn't truly ever replace him--that's not what he was 
trying to do--but it didn't seem like James wanted anyone else in the band at all. Maybe the dude should learn 


bass himself and let Kirk take over guitar. 


"I know," Jason said. "I get it. It's just that, dude, it's been almost a year since | got in and it doesn't seem like 
James is gonna let up anytime soon" When Kirk didn't say anything and they both just sipped their drinks 
silently, Jason's courage--and anger--bubbled up and he asked, "Did you know about the thumbtacks?" 


Kirk turned away, his hair hiding his face. There was a long, thick pause before Jason just barely heard the 
word: "Yeah." 


Jason let the confession soak in. It felt better to hear it, actually, and the anger started to dissipate. "It's 
okay," he said, putting a hand on Kirk's bony shoulder, and he meant it. 


‘I'm sorry," Kirk said anyway. 
"S alright. | barely felt ‘em," Jason replied, chuckling a little to himself behind his beer. 


Kirk laughed a little, too. "Yeah, right." He shook his head again, back to looking crestfallen. "It was stupid, Jase. 
You know | like you, right?" 


Jason shrugged. "I guess." 
"Come on--" 


Jason playfully jostled him. "I know, | know. At least you like me enough to sit here while those two get busy," 
he said, eyes leading back to James and Lars. The girl next to James looked more enthralled by whatever Lars 
was going on about; he looked at James and then they made eye contact. It caused Jason to freeze, his mouth 
suddenly dry because, when their eyes locked, James slid one hand underneath the table of the booth and ran 
it up the girl's thigh, all the way underneath her skirt. The look in his eyes wasn't really challenging or 
antagonistic, it wasn't a silent gloat, Jason wasn't sure what it was, but it made him shiver. 


Her giggle, more visible than audible, made Jason turn away. What the hell? Why did James do that while he 
was looking at him? He exhaled heavily before downing the rest of his beer. Must be some macho-man 
bullshit, some weird, sexual intimidation factor. Jason knew he could get a girl to go home with if he wanted to. 


He just didn't want to. 


"Don't let him get to you, Jason," Kirk said, stealing Jason's attention away from James and that girl, thankfully. 
Kirk looked at him with those kind, dark and deep eyes and Jason really was glad that there was at least one 
person in Metallica who was sort of on his side. "He'll come around eventually.” 


‘tm not letting him get to me," Jason said, and it felt like the truth even if it wasn't. "But sometimes it's 
easier to just take it than put up a fight." 


Kirk cocked his head. "Have you put up a fight?" 


Jason snorted. "Good point" Nope, not yet. His glass empty save for some froth at the bottom, he turned to 

look over at James and Lars again Well, really just James, who still had that same hand on the girl's thigh, long 
fingers curled around it while his other hand cradled her lower back. Again, their eyes met and Jason shivered, 
unable to read James’ expression. He kept looking, waiting to see what he would do but, after a moment, James 


averted his eyes and grabbed his drink from the table. 


Finally back home, lying in bed and safely sheathed in darkness, Jason felt like he could breathe for the first 
time all day but, when he shut his eyes and rolled over, the image of James’ big hand on that girl's thigh 
burst behind his eyes. Jason buried his face deeper into his pillow, trying to shut it out, but the image turned 
into video and he saw James' hand slide up her skin and his fingers slip underneath her skirt. He might not 
have seen where they went next but his mind was filling in the blanks and Jason groaned a litle. It wasn't the 
soft, smooth expanse of the girl's thigh or what was between her legs that was keeping him awake--it was 
James' hand. Behind his eyes, he followed the length of his fingers up to the knobby knuckles and the back of 
his hand, slightly rough and wavy with veins, to the long, tan arm it was attached to. 


Did James take that girl home? Did she get to feel his hands everywhere, not just her thighs, and feel his 
arms around her? Why was Jason thinking about it? He rolled over again, onto his back, and opened his eyes, 


exhausted by his own thoughts. 


But seriously, why did James look at him like that as he did it? 


Things were quiet for the next few days. Jason had work; James left him alone, although he did hang out with 
Kirk. Lars ended up coming along too, but no James. Neither Kirk or Lars explained why, just said that James 
was busy. Right, Jason thought, with what? Plotting more pranks? Mapping out new ways to make his life 
miserable? Maybe brainstorming how to kick him out of the band? 


While the quiet was nice, it was also unnerving. Jason actually preferred when James was more obvious with 
his nefariousness, the silence left him unsettled, constantly wondering when the lion would pounce and finally go 


in for the kill. But they had another gig coming up so James probably wouldn't toss him to the curb--yet. 


Cliff wasn't coming back. But that wasn't to say James wouldn't find someone better than Jason. He had an 
idea, an outline, of the friendship that James and Cliff had shared and, while Jason wasn't asking to emulate the 
same thing, he would have liked if James could even just fry to give him a chance. It was weird, looking back-- 
when Jason had first joined the circle and auditioned, James had seemed fine with him. Not that enthusiastic 
but Jason wouldn't have predicted the torment that would come so soon after, the torment that just kept 
coming with no end in sight. Jason knew he'd never be Cliff--he could only be Jason. Why wasn't that enough? 


The quiet could only last so long. Not only did they have to practice but Lars was throwing a party--"a real 
rager"--and Jason had to go. It was nice that he was wanted by two of his three bandmates but--still. The 
idea of seeing James set his nerves on fire and he wasn't sure all the weed and alcohol in the world could 
subdue them. Plus, it wasn't just Lars' house, it was James' house, too--the same house Jason had to back 
himself up against and chug beers against, the same house with that cluttered, cold garage where James 
constantly scorned and scrutinized him. What if James didn't want him there? After all, Lars invited him. Not 


James. 
What. Ever. 


Jason took a breath and got out of the car, parked on the street, two more in front of him. Good--he wasn't 
early enough to be the first one. And no way would James let him sleep over, so the game plan was smoke 
more than drink. At least he had an excuse. Unless James was really going to haze him and make him drive 


home drunk... 


"Get a fucking grip, dude," Jason muttered to himself. No way could he let that happen. He wouldn't physically 
fight James but he certainly wasn't going to risk a DWI or some shit. He needed a joint. Bad. 


The music was just loud enough to hear outside the house, pairing so well with the scattered beer cans and 
bottles on the porch. Those weren't even from the party, they were old--Jason could remember drinking a 
few of those himself. Plus the ashtray on the arm of one of the chairs, still full of old, stubbed-out 
cigarettes and musty roaches. The house had grown to be familiar, so familiar that Jason had even hazily 


wondered if he'd ever move in with the band and be a true part of it but--James. Yeah, right. That would 


never happen. 


Maybe there'd even be some cute girls at the party. Despite the nerves, Jason felt pretty good about 
himself-—tight jeans and an even tighter muscle tee, freshly showered, skin feeling a little dewy from the 
summer evening air--and it'd been a little while since he'd actually gotten any. But when he started to imagine 


what sort of girls would be at the party, his mind brought him back to James sitting in that booth with his 
hand running up that girl's leg. 


Yeah, he needed weed and beer, stat. 

Thankfully, Lars was really playing host and shoved a cold one against Jason's chest seconds after he stepped 
inside. "There you are," he said, the accent already slurred a bit. Little guys who could really hold their booze 
were a rare find, though Lars did his best. "Ready to get crazy?" 


Jason grinned a little, popping the tab of the beer. "How crazy?" 


Fuckin’ wild, man!" Lars tossed his head back as he drank his own, crushing the empty can between the 
drumstick-hardened fingers. "Isn't that what we're here for?" 


"| gotta drive home," Jason said. He wouldn't have minded crashing there on the couch but no way was it going 


to actually happen. "I can't get too wild." 


Lars rolled his eyes and shoved Jason forward toward the kitchen. "Just fuckin’ relax and chill out. Why do you 


always think so much?" 
"Someone has To." 


Lars shoved him again, playful and a little drunk and so much smaller than Jason that he barely moved at all. 


"Sure, sure. Just come on, let's take a shot." 
"Where's Kirk?" Jason asked as they moved into the kitchen He purposefully didn't ask about James, although 
he wanted to; but he could see it in his mind, James lazing blissfully drunk on a couch in the basement, a girl 


with half-bare legs strewn over his lap and James' hand on her thigh. Jason really didn't want to see that. 


"Right here," Kirk answered from his position leaning against the counter, a beer in hand, face already a little 


flushed. 


"Fucked up already?" Jason asked good-naturedly, placing a hand on Kirk's shoulder and squeezing gently. "Am | 
that late?" 


"You know l'm a lightweight," Kirk replied, taking a swig. 


Lars was pouring out three messy shots into plastic cups when Jason felt a familiar, heavy presence just 
behind him. Turning, he saw the blonde hair and tan neck, then pink lips and pink cheeks, but James' eyes were 


the most jarring, with his pupils huge as he looked down at Jason and his irises looking even paler than usual in 


the stark light of the kitchen 


"Het," Jason greeted flatly, neutrally. He never wanted to play into the natural predator-versus-prey sort of 
vibe he and James had and definitely not at yet another party. It got too embarrassing. Jason was just as 
much of a man as James, it's just that James seemed to ignore than sometimes; or worse, purposefully try 


to knock him down. 


"Are you doing a shot with us?" Jason asked and took the cup Lars offered him, holding it out just a couple 
inches in gesture. 


James shrugged, his body relaxing and that made Jason relax a bit in turn. "Sure." 


"That's right," Lars affirmed and poured out a fourth. He leaned in close, wrapping an arm around Kirk's 


shoulder to create a huddle, then lifted the plastic cup. "Cheers." 


"Cheers," Kirk and Jason said together; James was silent and, as Jason tipped his head back and poured the 


liquor down his throat, through his peripheral he could see James’ eyes locked on him. 


Kirk was a lightweight, true, but so was James. Not long after the shot and after a couple beers, Jason could 
tell he was trying to feign decorum and masculine stoicism, but he was also staggering a little when he stood 
and relaxing too much when he sat down. Jason was relieved there weren't really any girls at the party--a 
few guys brought girlfriends and Lars was chatting up one chick who seemed unattached, or at least tipsy 
enough to flirt back generously. Kirk busied himself with an enthusiastic conversation about horror, but the 
talk of blood and guts wasn't doing anything for Jason, buzzed as he was. He knew he'd have to find a way to 
sober up eventually but Metallica parties rarely involved food, just alcohol and bud. So bud would have to do. 


He rolled a joint at the coffee table, sitting cross-legged on the floor, eardrums bouncing between the various 
conversations around him and the music still pounding in the background, everything thrashing and sharp in his 
mind. Jason needed air. He stood up and took a visual check of Kirk and Lars again, but where was James? Two 
minutes ago he'd been slouched in the worn out, out of place armchair that Lars had garbage-picked. But then 
he was gone. 


And then in view again, not out front on the porch but out back where Jason had gone, to hunker down in a 
lawn chair in the overgrown grass and weeds and light the spliff, enjoy the quiet and the glittering night sky. 
James was also sitting in a lawn chair, long legs spread out in front of himself, long fingers wrapped around a 
beer bottle. Jason paused before approaching, catching the three-quarter view of James that was quiet and 
still, hesitant to sit next to him but also craving it, curious what might happen. Best case scenario, they sit in 


silence; worst case, James makes Jason feel so shitty that he heads out early. 


"Hey," Jason said, preferring to let James know he was there before making another move. He was a litle 


surprised when James’ face didn't show any animosity when he turned and looked at Jason, 


James raised his beer a little. "Hey." 


Yeah, Jason could tell that he was already drunk even just by that. He sat down in the lawn chair next to 
James and looked up at the sky, everything so dark but the moon and the light from the backdoor and window 
were enough to keep James in a silver and gold type of glow. As nice as it was, it seemed a little out of 
character for James to be sitting out drunk by himself; Jason gave the joint wrapper one last lick for good 


measure before asking, "You good?" 
James sat up a little straighter. "Yeah, man, l'm good. Just needed to get out for a minute." 
Jason nodded, flicking the lighter in his hand, igniting the flame. "Yeah, me too." 


They sat in the quiet, Jason taking puffs from the joint and James sipping his beer, until James was actually 
the one to break it. He grunted quietly as he adjusted in the chair, turning to look at Jason: "Do you like being 


our bassist, Jason?" 


Jason. It was rare when James actually used his name and it caused goosebumps to blossom all over Jason's 
bare forearms. "Yeah, |--yeah, of course | do, man," he answered, keeping his joint paused in midair. Where was 


this going? 


"Do you like us?" James pressed, slurring the word "us" a little, enough to almost make Jason giggly with help 
from the weed. 


"Yeah, ‘course | like you guys," Jason said, an honest answer. 
you guy 


James finished the beer and let the empty bottle hang from his fingers, dangling above the grass. "Do you 


like me?" 


Jason's heart pounded suddenly. He brought the joint to his lips and took a deep inhale, focusing on the stars 
ahead and the smoke in his lungs and tried to ignore the fluter of something unnamed and jittery in his 


stomach. He nearly choked when James reached over and poked him in the arm: "S okay, you can be honest, 


Newkid." 


"Yeah, | like you James," Jason said, another honest answer, despite the cloying complications that came along 
with it. In reality, there was no real reason to like James other than him approving Jason's spot in the band 
and leaving it at that. James’ inebriation and Jason's weed buzz was giving him a little courage, at least enough 
to really see what the intent of this interrogation was. "Even though you're a fucking dick sometimes." Jason 
laughed a little after he said it; hopefully the good nature would supersede the truth of it. You never knew, 
though. 


James leaned forward and turned his hair to face Jason, slumping down but still seeming like so much, so 


threatening. "Why do you think I'm a dick?" 


"| don't think you want me to list all the things, Het." 
James poked Jason's arm again, harder. "No, no--why do you think I'm a dick?" 


Jason gave it some serious thought but only came up with, "Cause you don't like me, man. You couldn't make 


it any more obvious." 
James sneered a little, teeth glinting dangerously in the light. "That ain't true.” 


Jason took another hit. The weed was calming his brain but not his heart, which was still pounding like a 


thousand wild horses in his chest. "It's not?" 

"If | didn't like you, you wouldn't be here," James said, sounding suddenly so sober Jason almost wondered if 
everything beforehand was an act, but then he slumped back down and picked at a loose thread on his jeans, 
the real James--the shy, quiet, ever-thinking James--showing himself. 


"Fair enough," Jason said. 


There was a thick block of silence again before James said, "You should party some more. You don't have to 


drive, dude." 

"I do if | wanna get home." 

‘Just--just crash here," James said, turning his face away. "S not like we don't have room" 

Jason was hesitant as he took another hit off the joint, feeling his face grow hot. "You sure?" 
James chuckled a little, hair hanging in his face. "Man, sometimes you look at me like l'm the devil” 


His mouth was too quick, even with the weed to slow him down, as Jason said, "Sometimes you treat me like 


shit." 


James actually visibly flinched at that, looking genuinely hurt. Jason expected that to turn drastically, horribly, 
as the tall figure stood up and loomed over him; he sank back in the lawn chair, the joint raised in his hand in 
a pathetic defensive move, but instead of hitting him, James only reached his arm down and plucked the joint 


from Jason's fingers. 
"I know," James said, bringing the joint to his lips. It wasn't saying "I'm sorry" but, to Jason, it sounded a lot like 
it anyway. He stood up in front of James, keeping enough distance to watch the smoke curl out from between 


his lips before he coughed loudly and handed the joint back to Jason. 


"Been a while since | smoked," James said, letting out another, quieter cough. 


Jason nodded. "Cliff?" 
James nodded back. "Cliff" 


Jason took a long drag, finishing off the weed, flicking the roach into the amateur fire pit in the yard. "l'm 
sorry." He felt like it was the wrong thing to say but it was the only thing he could think to say. 


James looked suddenly stoic again, like all the vulnerability was gone as quickly as it had come, but he gripped 
Jason's arm without making him bruise or wince and started to steer him back inside. "Come on, Newkid. We 


need beer." 


There had been a dream of a golden-haired, shaggy, blue-eyed wolf chasing him into the woods. Jason couldn't 
remember how the dream ended, it had just faded to black behind his eyes, but when he woke up he still felt 
like he could feel that fear and that excitement of the chase and the symbolism was obvious--James. James 
was a wolf, an untamed beast, maybe not chasing Jason into any woods but maybe out of the band. Jason 
knew one night of drunken softness wasn't enough to change months of tyrannical bullshit but he still hoped it 


was a start. 


Blinking slowly, Jason looked at Kirk's small form huddled under a throw blanket, just a view of some shoulder 
and the long, dark curls. Jason said he was fine sleeping on the couch but comfort was more powerful than 
courtesy the night before, apparently. No hangover, so that was good; his memories were shockingly clear too, 


especially the memories surrounding him and James sitting outside. 


Already a mysterious sensation was running circles in his gut. Not nausea--it was the same fluttery sort of 
feeling he'd gotten when James asked Jason if he liked him. Jason did like James, too much for his own good 
and too much for James’ credit; he thought about him all the time, he realized as he sighed and started to 
get up from the bed, and was starting to dream about him, too. 


He liked James’ hand wrapped around his arm when it wasn't a bruising, hateful grip; he liked the way James 
looked at him when he was shy and wanted some sort of approval; he liked James when he laughed, like really 
laughed, not at Jason's expense but with him. He wanted to take the memory of the night before and wrap it 
up, lock it away safely to relive it over and over because he figured that it might not ever happen again. And 
he'd seen James with a bad hangover many times before--outrageously moody with blue circles under his 
glaring eyes, hands turned to fists as if he were ready to strike out at anyone who bothered him which was, 
of course, almost always Jason. 


Going as quietly as possible down the hall, Jason saw that James’ door was open just a couple inches. He peeked 
inside, hopeful that the beast was still asleep, and James was. His upper body was slightly twisted, face-down 
in the pillows, and one foot and ankle was just visible from him being sprawled out underneath the blanket. 
Jason counted his blessings and was just taking the next step forward over the hardwood when he heard a 


soft, almost aching sort of moan from James. 


He couldn't help it. It piqued his curiosity and that feeling in his stomach again--Jason stayed still, silent, and 
looked through the crack between the door and the frame again. James sighed and lifted his hips a little, 
moaning quietly again as he readjusted his lower body and sank his face even deeper into his pillow. He was 
definitely asleep, Jason concluded, but it didn't seem like he was dreaming about any big, bad monsters chasing 
after him. Jason wished he could get inside James' mind and see what was going on but, then again, maybe 
not--he didn't want to watch James fuck some girl in real life or in a dream. He didn't think his heart could 


take it. 


That thought, as abstract as it was in his mind, sent a flood of panic through Jason's veins. He stood frozen 
outside James’ room for another moment until another little moan spurred him into action and he zipped 
through the hall and down the stairs, the swirling sensation in his gut traveling lower and lower while his mind 


was a mess of dying stars and jumbled words clutched by big, rough hands. 
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There was a shift. Jason never thought he'd see it happen, but something did shift. James was in a better 
mood, so it seemed, around him; placid, relaxed, even playful at times. Hearing him laugh felt like relief and 
relation and Jason wanted more of that. He wondered if it could be that way forever. At their next show, 
James encouraged more of Jason's backup vocals and barked at him all in good fun, a smile full of white teeth, 


hands on his shoulders in encouragement and what appeared to be a newfound friendship. 


It made everything better. Finally, Jason could relax. Finally, he didn't feel like some last resort sort of 


replacement for someone who couldn't be replaced. 


Until during another gig, when something shifted back and Jason felt like all the blood drained from his body. 
He'd been hit with a bundle of nerves, couldn't explain why, but up on the stage it was Kirk who had come to 
his rescue, wrapping one arm around Jason's shoulders and bringing their foreheads together. Jason could 
barely hear the words of affirmation and encouragement over everything else, including his own screeching 
thoughts, but the gentleness helped and he was ready to go, or so he thought, because when Kirk slid back to 
the left, James was in plain sight and looking pissed His mouth was in a flat, thin line, brow furrowed and eyes 


narrowed, his stance pure aggression, like he wanted to deck Jason in the face right then and there. 


He had to ignore it. He had to play. So he did, but James didn't share the mic with him, didn't bump their hips 
together, didn't jostle his shoulders; he only spared Jason a few glances the rest of the night, all of them filled 
with the same hatred Jason had hoped was in the past. 


He couldn't take it anymore. 


Jason found James alone at the van as he was packing up his gear--good. The perfect opportunity to clear the 
air, even if it meant getting decked in the face in the process. Jason hauled his bass inside the back, ignoring 
James sitting inside the open sliding door for the time being, not giving insight into how vividly and painfully his 
thoughts were running around in his head. James ignored him too, a beer already open in his hand, one foot 
perched on the frame and his knee propped up, a sliver of tan skin visible through the tear in the denim. 
Sometimes Jason felt so invisible, and that was worse. 


"Hey, man," Jason said, coming around from the trunk and standing in front of James but off to the side by 
half a foot or so, not wanting to seem foo confrontational. He took a shaky breath, internally ashamed at how 


nervous he was. "Are we good?" 


James tipped his chin up, eyes narrowing a little as he looked at Jason, but he didn't say anything. 


Jason's heart was hammering in his ears. His voice betrayed him, wavering a little as he asked, "I--I just-- 


dude, are you okay?" 


James tore himself up, beer still clutched in his hand, and yanked Jason by the collar of his t-shirt before 
Jason could even blink He was swiveled around and shoved against the van hard, the cool metal pressed against 
his spine, and James was staring down at him, his mouth closed tight but Jason could still make out how 


aggressively his teeth and jaw were clenched. 


"Why're you always in my face, huh?" James asked, not raising his voice but actually lowering it to nearly a 


whisper. "Why the fuck are you always around?" 
Jason held his hands up in surrender. "I--| don't know what you--" 
James shook him by his collar. "Cant you just leave me the fuck alone?" 


Jason was a man, yeah, but hearing that still made him want to cry. He felt the anguish boil over in his belly, 
thick and syrupy, and it felt like his heart was being pulled right out of his chest. He just wanted James to like 
him--no, not even that much. Even just approve of him. But James hated him and Jason couldn't take it 


anymore. 


‘lm your bass player," Jason pleaded, scanning James’ face for any remorse, any kindness, or even any 
sobriety. James' eyes gave that away--clear pupils big from the heightened emotion but not alcohol, the blue 
of his irises deeper and darker in the nighttime, dangerous pools just waiting to drown Jason 


He went rigid as James freed his t-shirt from his fingers and ran that hand lightly down his side to his hip: 


"You're always fuckin around." 
y 


Jason didn't know what was happening and he didn't know what to say. Do you want me fo leave? You want me 
out of the band? You just tell me, James But he didn't say any of that. He kept his mouth shut and held his 

breath as James’ hand curled around his hip, his thumb skimming beneath the hem of his shirt to brush over 
his bare skin. His eyes flicked over to the beer bottle still in James’ other hand, half-expecting it to be collided 


with his face or even just the van behind him. 
When Jason felt James’ fingers on the small of his back, his breath hitched. "Do you not want me around?" 


James was no longer looking at Jason but at what he was doing with his own hand across his clothes and skin. 


He shook his head. 


Jesus Christ, James, clarity. "Just fuckin’ tell me, Hetfield," Jason demanded, his cheeks burning, tired of being 


cornered, tired of being helpless. 


James shook his head again. "I can't have you around, Jason" He said it so softly, so sadly, his hand going limp 
around Jason's lower back, and it made Jason's heart sink. Part of him wanted to ask why but another part of 


him didn't want to know why. It didn't matter. It wouldn't matter even if he knew. 


Jason nodded and waited until James pulled back and slumped back down to sit, taking a sip from the beer, eyes 
on the pavement. "Okay," Jason said. He'd never felt rejection as painfully as this moment--it hurt beyond 
belief and he couldn't continue to look at James without wanting to both cry and lunge after him in a rage. "If 


that's what you want." 


Kirk and Lars kept calling, kept coming over, keeping Jason updated. Metallica was dead in the water, with James 
on what had become a week-long drinking binge and no expressed intention of finding a new bassist. Jason didn't 
feel like he was doing much better, with burning through all of his weed in a matter of days and the black 
cloud of rejection and heartache following him around everywhere. He'd kept himself busy--shooting hoops, 
going for runs, doing way more push-ups than ever before, even making sure his place was nearly spotless, 
but it didn't feel like keeping busy was helping. It was James who was behind his eyelids all the time and in his 


ears, the last spoken words unrelenting and tormenting. 


You'll miss me when Im not around, Jason thought to himself as he sank down onto his couch and picked 
through the ashtray full of roaches, looking for just one to be salvageable. He couldn't convince himself of the 
words but he hoped he was right. 


He'd tried to go over the last night with James repeatedly, trying to figure out what the hell was even 
happening. James had touched him more tenderly than ever before and he seemed scared while he did it, 
scared and hesitant but neither feeling had been strong enough to stop him, clearly. Jason hadn't been able to 
register enough of his own feelings in the moment but, in hindsight as he puffed weakly on a roach, he liked it. 
He liked James’ big hand wrapping around his hip and his fingertips over his back. 


He coughed and shook his head to himself. Right, what the hell were they going to do without him? First Cliff, 
then Jason? They were screwed without him, all of James’ big plans and dreams crushed by his own boot. It 

was so stupid. James was so stupid. Jason wanted to yank him around by the collar, shake him and make him 

feel small and ridiculous and unwanted. 


No. He shook his head again. That wasn't what he wanted. 


Jason sighed and laid back on the couch, staring at the ceiling. What he really wanted was to show James 
tenderness, too. He wanted to hold his long, wiry body and warm the demons out of him, pet his hair, feel the 
strength in his muscles and bones and show him that there was more to life and being a man than just rage 


and fury and fire. 


But Jason felt like he was lying to himself too because, while he did want to do just that, he knew there were 
many days--and nights--when his thoughts drifted to a much more visceral place. It was James’ fault--he'd 


started it with his rancor and mixed messages and his hand on that girl's leg, leaving Jason to think about all 
sorts of things they could do in the dark and behind closed doors. Yet Jason still felt like everything was 
somehow his fault anyway; despite having the last word, it was the last word on a decision Jason didn't agree 


with and he had a grave, sinking feeling that the closed door would never open again. 


-N- 


It was too bad Jason was so obvious, or so he apparently thought, because while trying to get his mind off 
James and Metallica as a whole by shooting hoops alone, dripping sweat on the court beneath the stark white 
sun, a familiar van whipped into the parking lot, engine roaring and music blaring beyond that. For a moment, 
Jason thought it could have been a grief and heat-induced mirage but, when James stepped out of the driver's 
seat and started to stalk over to him, the image of whatever the hell was occurring was all too real. Jason 
stared for a few seconds, James not looking at him but at the pavement as he headed nearer and nearer, until 
a bead of sweat dripped down Jason's temple and he was shaken into action. He grabbed the still-bouncing ball 
from beneath the net and hooked it up to his chest, bouncing it back down to the court and dribbling, moving 
his feet swiftly, and tossed it up from his hand. It nipped the rim of the hoop but dove down through it, 
although the victory of yet another basket being made was lost on him. 


"Nice," James muttered, suddenly so close behind him. A heavy pause hung in the air while Jason refused to 


turn around, resuming dribbling, then, "You do this a lot?" 


Jason shrugged one shoulder. "I like it" He didn't ready himself enough and the next shot he took missed 
completely, the ball bouncing heavily off the backboard and down onto the court, rolling away. Jason felt his 
shoulders fall before he could stop himself from looking so disappointed and meandered over to it, scooping it 
up in one hand, finally turning to face James while cradling the ball in the crook of his arm, pressed against his 
hip. 


"What's up?" Jason asked, the irritability already blatant in his tone. James looked so insecure it was unnerving, 
his head hung a bit, eyes to the ground, hands stuffed in his pockets. It almost made Jason feel sympathetic. 
Almost. 


"Haven't seen you in a while," James said, voice soft but still a little rough. 
Jason snorted. "You kicked me out of the band Or did you get so drunk right after that you forgot?" 
James scowled beyond the curtain of his hair but said nothing. 


"You didn't--don't--want me around," Jason reminded him, his own anger and confusion and sense of betrayal 
coming up in one huge, tormenting wave. James stayed quiet, looking as though he was shrinking into himself, 
and the anger became too much. Jason pressed the ball harder against himself, voice shaking: "Why'd you even 
come here, James? Just to throw me off, make me feel like shit all over again? At least leave me alone and 
let me get over it, fuck." 


"You don't get it," James replied, it coming out whiny and sad, but Jason was still too angry to pay attention to 
that. He grabbed the ball with both hands and shot it straight out at James, hitting him in the chest, making 


him stumble backwards. 


"Don't get what?" Jason demanded. "That you're a moody bitch? That you hate me because | suck, or you hate 
me because I'm not Cliff? Or maybe you hate me because you have some weird thing for me, feeling me up 
like I'm some chick and then leaving me high and dry. Really nice, James." He waited a moment for James to 
grab the ball that was rolling away and throw it right back at him, or charge him head-on with fists flying, 
but James stayed where he was, cheeks red and chest heaving. Jason waved him off. "Just get the fuck out 


of here, man." 
James squared his shoulders, standing up straighter, to his full height. "No." 


Jason huffed out a breath. He needed to not be dripping sweat, needed a breeze of cool air to intercept all the 
heat and all of his anger and hurt. "Why not?" 


James stood still, eyes looking off to the side, and Jason could see him chewing the inside of his own cheek. 
Jason was just about to move past him to get the ball when James moved up against him in two long strides, 
grabbed his shoulder with one hand and the back of his neck with the other and, before he could do anything 


at all, James smashed their mouths together hard. 


Part of Jason wanted to shove James off in bewilderment but the other part of him won, the part that made 
him reach up and dive his fingers into James’ hair and pull him in even closer. James' mouth was rigid, still 
against Jason's, so he gently stroked the side of James’ neck and slightly parted his lips in a nonverbal urge 
of, Yes, yes, we can do this, fucking finally. It felt more right than he would have ever thought possible to be 
kissing James, especially when he also, finally, parted his lips against Jason's and the tips of their tongues 
barely met. James' grasp on the back of his neck loosened up a bit and he pressed his body flush against his 
front despite Jason being sweaty, despite all the animosity. 


The thought of where they were, wide out in the open, crossed Jason's mind as James’ hand caressed his 
shoulder. He made himself pull away to look around--the court was still empty, as was the parking lot apart 
from the van. James followed suit, blue eyes scanning their surroundings and, when they both saw they were 
alone, he leaned into Jason again and nipped his bottom lip, bringing him back into a hot, messy, kiss that should 


have happened months prior. 

"I didn't want to kick you out," James mumbled against Jason's mouth. "| just couldn't take it” 

Jason's heart leaped in his chest. "You don't hate me?" 

James shook his head while cupping the back of Jason's, fingers threading through his hair. "I'm--" 

Jason cut him off there, wrapping his arms around James and kissing him more. He knew it'd be too hard for 
James to say he was sorry anyway--he'd rather feel it. Their mouths moved together hungrily, fluidly, and 


Jason's head was spinning in disbelief that it really was happening. He also felt, in such great relief, that James 


wouldn't turn on him again after this. 


"You give me fucking whiplash, man," Jason laughed a little against James lips, pawing at him as they kissed 
again, the unspoken mutual need of never letting each other go obvious in the deep, wet repetitive meetings. 


"You're right, l'm a dick," James declared, teeth scraping over Jason's bottom lip, giving it a tug before he gave 
them both some air. "| want you back, man" A tiny, one-sided smile flickered over Jason's lips and James 


added, "In the band." 
"Anything else?" Jason teased, running his hands down James’ waist. 
James blushed furiously, hiding his face in his hair again, grumbling, "| can't say it" 


Jason laughed, good-natured and light. "It's okay. You already showed me, | think" He cocked his head, scanning 
over the shy, quiet version of James he adored so much. "Did you really want to come here or did Kirk and 


Lars make you?" 
James bared his teeth in a sort-of smile, sort-of grimace: "They couldn't make me do anything.” 


"So it was all you?" 
"All me." 


Jason let that soak in until the sound of loud, male chatter descending upon the court broke his attention. 
Instantly, he and James broke off, creating enough distance between them to seem ordinary, and Jason darted 
over to his abandoned basketball, smiling a little at the trio of boys that were taking over the space. 
Everything that needed to be said, at least for now, had been said. He hooked the ball under his arm and looked 


at James, who strode over to meet his side. 


"Now what?" he asked, tossing his hair back. The sweat on his skin felt good then, warm and wet and coating 


his body, his heart racing from something that wasn't exercise and, even better, wasn't anger. 
"Want a ride home?" James asked, already fishing in his pocket for his keys. 

Jason grinned a little. "Its not a long walk" 

James rolled his eyes. "Get in" 


Jason did wish the drive to his place was longer. The atmosphere that had been created around him and 
James--lighter, softer, an air promising hope and optimism and, just perhaps, new beginnings--was too 
delightful to want to leave so soon. He feared that when he got out of the van and walked away, James would 
drive off and forget everything that happened and forget everything that was said. Jason didn't want anymore 
whiplash--he needed James to stay as he had become, to allow whatever was happening between them to 


unfold and come to some sort of fruition, even if they burned each other out in the process. 


He was taking in a deep breath, hand approaching the door handle, when James asked, "Wanna smoke?" 
Jason smiled a little to himself, pausing. "Really?" 

James nodded in his peripheral. "Yeah. Unless--" 

"No, no," Jason interrupted. "| have weed." 

James gave him a crooked grin. "You always do." 

Jason srickered. "Yeah." 


Inside, Jason realized he'd never had James over before. It felt intimate in a surreal and overwhelming way, 
inviting the guy who'd harassed and hurt him over and over into his personal space; James seemed shy 
without the distraction of driving and his territory of the van, hair hanging in his face again and his eyes 


scanning the room, the silence urging Jason to help move them along. 


His skin itched, the sweat stuck to his body. "Ugh," he groaned quietly, lifting one arm to see the armpit of his 
sleeveless tee soaked in sweat. That plus weed wouldn't be an enticing aroma. He turned to James, who was stil 
standing sheepishly by his side, hands in his pockets. "Mind if | take a shower real fast? You can put on a 


record if you want." 
James' eyes held Jason in place. "Yeah, sure." 


It all felt like a dream. Jason wasn't sure if he felt like he was floating or being dragged as he undressed and 

got in the shower, the warm water rushing over his skin like a hundred fast fingertips, rinsing off resentment, 
regret and animosity, leaving his skin flushed and wet, his heart racing and something in his stomach fluttering. 
He turned his back to the water, staring ahead at the white tile, the grooves of caulk between as pale as bone, 
their stark angles and the stray cracks in the tile reminding him of the angles of James' body when he moved 


on onstage and how his fingers felt over Jason's skin 
It was real. It was happening. He wasn't sure what, but something was happening. 


The shower made him feel vulnerable, getting dressed didn't really help. His newfound cleanliness seemed too 
dramatic in contrast with his newly disarrayed apartment, everything suddenly seeming so grimy, broken and 
empty. Except his bass, sitting in the corner of his bedroom--Jason's heart swelled with the realization that it 


wouldn't go to waste. James wanted him back in the band. James wanted him. 


The music was already filtering into Jason's ears but he didn't notice it until he was looking in the mirror, 
fussing with his wet hair, inspecting himself closer than he ever had before. He'd always thought James was 
attractive--imposing with his height, striking with his eyes and his suntanned, boyish face, his body all hot, 


wiry muscle. And he wanted Jason? 


So surreal. 


James looked a little more relaxed when Jason found him, sitting back on the couch, long legs propped up on 
the coffee table, one foot bobbing with the beat. He raised an eyebrow at Jason but blushed all the same, the 


rosiness spreading over his cheeks giving his nerves away, and that made Jason want to kiss him even more. 


"You could've started without me," Jason said, settling down beside him and reaching for the plastic bag of bud. 


"| don't mind." 


‘Its okay," James said, bringing his legs back down, straightening up next to Jason, watching him break up a 


bud and sprinkle it into a rolling paper. "I wanted to wait." 


Jason felt himself flush then. He tried to withhold a smile--and couldn't--as he dropped more weed in: "I like 
you like this." 


James' knee brushed against Jason's. "Like what?" 
"Nervous." 
James laughed. "I'm not nervous." 


"Yeah, you are," Jason insisted. He rolled the joint, sealed it with his tongue, acutely aware of how intently 


James was watching him. "I like it. 'm--l'm kinda nervous, too." 
"Maybe the weed will help." 


Jason nodded. "I think it will," he agreed, bringing the joint to his lips. He flicked his lighter and the tip ignited, a 
swirl of thick smoke quickly spreading ahead of him, and inhaled. Yes, he needed the weed to alleviate the 

swelling in his head and his chest, make him feel hazy and light enough to not care. Yet, he wanted to care. He 
cared about James in such a profound and confusing and contradictory way--he never wanted that feeling to 


leave him. 
Exhaling, he passed the joint to James. Their fingertips brushed; Jason wanted more of that. 


They just sat together, the music surrounding them, no talking until the joint was two-thirds burned out, and 
James said, "You're so different. From, like, everyone but--different from--different from Cliff" Jason waited, 


the nervousness in himself brought back to life again, but James added, "I like that about you." 


Jason chuckled, trying to find his breath. "| really thought you hated me. | thought you hated me because | 
wasn't him, because I'm not like him." He took the joint back from James. "And, y'know, now that I'm thinking 


about it--l would get that. | do get that." 


James shook his head. "I don't hate you. | hate that Cliff's gone. | hate that--that | can't get him back" He 
looked down, palming the denim stretched over his knees. "Sometimes | feel like | hate myself. And that makes 
me hate myself more." 


That made Jason feel genuinely, deeply sad Maybe the weed wasn't helping James. He stubbed out the roach 
and turned enough to half-face him, their knees touching again. "You shouldn't," he said simply. It sounded more 


profound in his head. He hoped it helped regardless. 


James said nothing but his eyes were soft as he looked at Jason, slowly scanning up his chest and neck to his 
face, finally meeting his gaze. He leaned in a little, his hair sifting against Jason's wet, darker curls, and tilted 


his head, nose so close to brushing against Jason's ear: "You smell really good." 


"The soap, um--it's--uh, it's supposed to smell like, um, the beach," Jason stammered, paralyzed with James 


so close to him. Stationary, in his own enclosed space, it felt so much more imperative than it had on the 


basketball court. 
James smiled. "From the farm to the beach." 
‘I'd definitely rather smell like the beach." 


James laughed quietly, a soft, deep sound in Jason's ears. He reached one hand up and held the side of Jason's 
face, thumb rubbing gently along his jaw; the utter tenderness and carefulness of the action made Jason's 
mind go blank for a second, entranced by this James he wasn't even totally sure existed and knew he wanted 
to never let go of. He leaned forward, twisting his body enough to meet James halfway, and tentatively kissed 
the corner of his mouth. Instantly, James let out a little affectionate growl and wrapped Jason up in his arms, 


pulling them close together, and dared Jason to open up more with his own lips. 


He could taste the faint, natural salt of James’ skin and the earthy, bitter lick of weed on his tongue. Jason 
wanted more, so much more of that, so much so that he didn't even think, he just pushed James back against 
the couch and hiked one leg over his hips, straddling him. James laughed a little against Jason's mouth and he 
laughed too, unwilling to break their kisses as he squeezed his thighs around James' hips. James was already 
hard, their groins pushed together, his hands resting on Jason's waist. It was so overwhelming and so hot, 


Jason's mind a hazy daze of desire and need. 


A stoned thought emerged, words that had brushed along Jason's throat before but he'd never had the 
courage--or maybe the stupidity--to say before. He wrapped his arms around James’ neck and brought his 
lips down to his jaw: "Did you know--did you know | dream about you?" 


James smoothed one hand up underneath the back of Jason's shirt. "| dream about you too, Jase." 


-\- 
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James was on top of him, with Jason sprawled out on his bed, the weight of the two of them causing the 
mattress to sink in. The journey from the couch to the bed had been a closed-eyed, hasty blur, and he felt 
like he was sinking into a pool of blood and fire, the blood in his ears pounding erratically just like how his heart 
was pumping wildly, all excitement and bewilderment that it was actually happening. Jason had never gotten this 
far even in his thoughts of James, always having felt the need to pull back before any of his true desires 
became known to even himself, but there James was, straddling his hips, storming him with kisses and pawing 
at his chest and clawing through Jasor's hair. 


Jason smoothed his hands down James' back. His body was so narrow but still felt strong, with all that sinew 
and muscle and hard bone prominent under his perpetually warm skin. He could feel each of James' vertebrae 
and the wings of his shoulder blades, the slight jut of bone at the nape of his neck as Jason stroked 
underneath his hair. He tried to memorize the feeling, tried to ingrain it in his fingertips and palms, as he 
petted lower and lower until he grabbed James' ass. 


James made a small, nervous hum against Jason's lips but glided his tongue back inside even as his body 
stiffened a bit. Jason relinquished his squeeze on James but tilted his head away, getting a mouthful of blonde 


hair as he asked, "How--how far do you wanna go?" 


James blinked at him, the whites of his eyes pinkish and his pupils wet and shiny. "I've never--y'know, with a 


dude--" 


Jason snickered, his own nerves coming back into play while being reminded of that for himself as well. But 
they were treading in new waters together, and sensing James had no intention of pulling back as they got 
deeper helped keep him afloat. 


"Me either," he said. It was easy to keep looking into James' eyes while stoned and while feeling so delightfully 
vulnerable and open They kept their eyes locked and Jason played with his hair, twirling golden strands around 
his fingers, while they were both too caught up in the newness of it all to even acknowledge the raging hard- 
ons in each of their shorts. 


James sighed and hunkered down, flattening his upper body against Jason's; he nosed through dark curls and 
kissed his neck, the tips of his teeth grazing and occasionally nipping at Jason's skin. Jason ran his fingers 
through James' hair at his nape, skimming upwards to cling to a handful at the back of his head, and was too 


far gone to be embarrassed by the needy moans James was eliciting from him. 


"| wanna make you come," Jason proclaimed quietly, turning to brush the tip of his nose along James’ neck. It 
was the first time he'd heard James moan without seeming held back and hesitant; the deep, soft sound 


carried through Jason's ears, beautiful and vulnerable. 


"How?" James asked, and that made Jason laugh. James straightened up, cheeks flushing furiously, and Jason 


ran his hands up and down his sides in an effort to soothe. 


Jason smoothed his right palm across James' belly, sliding it under his shirt; James pulled it up and off, 
throwing it aside. His chest was flushed too, a warm pink hue beneath the faint decor of deep gold chest hair, 
his collarbones rising and falling as he breathed hard. Jason felt no shame in admitting to himself that James 
was beautiful. Not conventionally, maybe, with his sort of tired blue eyes and smaller, still boyish face, but 


beautiful just the same if not more because of the unintentionally feigned innocence his face held. 


His lips parted when Jason popped the button of his fly and unzipped. James’ bulge was obvious beneath his 
briefs, dense and warm, and Jason felt his own breath hitch and heard James do the same as he shimmied the 
jeans down his hips as best he could and cupped him through the fabric. James groaned softly, his upper body 
going a bit slack above, reaching down to rest one hand on Jason's shoulder before attempting to tug Jason's 
shirt over his head, too. Jason lifted himself up as much as he could and pulled it up and over and James’ 


hands landed down on his bare chest. 


Jason's mind was telling him to just do whatever felt right, and sliding down James’ underwear to get at his 
dick felt very right. There was a different, sort of nagging voice that told him that, no, James didn't deserve 
to have Jason give him all this pleasure, didn't deserve his hand wrapping around his hard cock while the other 
went to caress his balls; the voice had a certain rational reason but Jason's desire persisted regardless. The 
look on James‘ face and the sounds he was making were too incredible to ever stop. Jason wanted more of 


that, as much more as he could possibly get. 


He swirled the pad of his thumb over the head of James’ cock, dripping with precum, and gave a couple slow, 
long strokes. Actually touching, groping, another man's dick felt both foreign and familiar, and he was acutely 


and suddenly aware that he needed more to make it as good as possible. 


"Hey," Jason said, bringing his eyes up to James’ face. "I have, um, lube in the, uh, drawer over there." James’ 
dick twitched in his hand as he leaned his long body off to the side and unearthed the said bottle of lube from 
the bedside table, Jason refusing to break contact if he didn't have to. He watched in awe, forgetting to blink, 

as James popped the cap open and held it above the two of them, squeezing a clear, wet glob onto himself and 


onto Jason's fingers. 


Slicking his fingers through the lube, he stroked messily over James' cock, getting it wet and shiny and even 
more rigid, like all the blood in James' body was being pumped straight to it. James’ jutted his hips out, 
thrusting his dick through Jason's carefully curled fingers and palm, a quiet little "mm" sound coming between 
his lips as he bit down as if to stifle himself. The sound went straight to Jason's own dick--he thought about 


tearing one hand away to give himself some relief but James was far too good, much too mesmerizing. He let 


his whole body grow hot without release, the sensation of his hard-on brushing against the inside of his 
boxers and shorts tantalizing. 


Daringly so, Jason slipped his left hand between James’ thighs; the heel of his palm smoothed over James' balls 
and two fingertips ghosted over his perineum. James whined and shut his eyes, blonde brows furrowed, biting 
his lip even harder. Jason wondered if James was like this with girls, so restrained and forcefully shut down, 
he sort of hoped he was, like if James let himself go, it would be earth-shattering, and all because of Jason. 
James kept biting his lip to block out sound apart from repeated little whines and sharp breaths, but his body 
was working on its own accord, with his hips thrusting forward repeatedly, shoving his dick through Jason's 
hand, and suddenly he flopped down on top of Jason. He pressed his face through Jason's damp hair, 
smothering himself, and only then did he break the seal and start to moan and curse freely, every breath, 
grunt and word silky in Jason's ears; Jason's trapped arm and hand struggled to keep jerking James off, but 
the thrusting into his fist and humping against his stomach seemed to be getting James off just fine. 


Jason felt the warmth of precum slide through the slickness of the lube, and James was grinding against him 
and panting furiously, his teeth grazing Jason's neck. Jason stroked down James' body from his shoulder to the 
slight curve of his ass, grabbing what bare skin of it was exposed and squeezing. James growled in response, at 
first setting a wave of panic through Jason, but then James latched onto his neck and sucked a hickey into his 
skin; Jason moaned and bucked his hips up, the desperation for more contact fierce, but he could wait. James 


was so close and Jason was not going to interrupt the moment. 


James freed his lips from Jason's neck and collided their mouths together instead, and Jason felt his cock 
twitch and flutter and then his fist and both of their abdomens were coated in sticky heat, all while James’ 
breath stuttered and his hips jolted in his descent back to earth. 


"Jase--Jason," James huffed out, muffled as he dropped his head against Jason's shoulder. 


"You are so hot," Jason said, feeling even more mesmerized by the whole experience now that James had 
actually finished and the sensation of his release was way too real for him to think it was just a dream. He 
gave James a couple more clumsy strokes, his hand still trapped, then slipped his hand out from between 
them. James made no attempt to move, his breathing still heavy and his forehead still pressed against Jason's 
shoulder, so Jason just stared at the cum on his hand and stroked James’ hair with the other. Screw it, he'd 
need to wash his sheets anyway--Jason wiped his hand on the side of his mattress, against the fitted sheet, 


and wrapped that arm around James’ waist. Who knew he'd be such a cuddler? 


"Your turn," James suddenly declared and lifted himself up to move slowly down Jason's body, his hair tickling 
Jason's skin. James placed one big hand over Jason's painfully hard bulge and pet him through his shorts; Jason 
spread his legs a little more, giving James enough room to situate himself right between them. Even just the 
delicate friction of James’ hand encouraging the fabric of Jason's shorts to brush over his hyper-sensitive 
cock was incredible, so, after James hurriedly yanked down his shorts, the sensation of James' mouth engulfing 


his dick was mind-blowingly, out of this world incredible. 


Despite his mind short-circuiting for a moment while James’ tongue pressed against his shaft, Jason almost 
voiced a concerned, You don't have to but he knew James wouldn't ever do anything unless he wanted to. And 
just the knowledge that James wanted to blow him brought Jason close to the edge. He fought the urge to 
close his eyes; he looked down, propping himself up on one elbow. James’ technique was sloppy, inexperienced, 
but that made it even better, Jason felt. He was the first one to get James' mouth around him, all hot and 
wet with that soft tongue licking all around saliva dripping from it to coat every inch and drip down to his 


balls. 


He reached one hand down, threading his fingers through James’ hair to push it back from his face. Golden 
brows were furrowed slightly, a little crease in his forehead as he sucked Jason harder, faster, and his lashes 
were fanned out over the indigo circles beneath his eyes, cheeks hollowed, lips rosy around his dick. Jason 
groaned and fought the urge to snap his hips up, recognizing that letting James do whatever the hell he 
wanted was probably the hottest thing he'd ever get to experience. Even the fumble of his teeth grazing 
Jason's shaft and the cautious, inexperienced caress of his balls was intoxicating, better than any other 


blowjob, ever. 


James’ throat tightened around his cock Jason moaned loudly, James gagged and pulled off, coughing a little as 
saliva ran down his chin and onto Jason's thighs. Jason was going to reassure him, tell him it was alright to 
back off, but James slurped his way back down with a firmer grip on Jason's balls anyway. Jason couldn't stop 
from closing his eyes when James literally swallowed around him, though he kept his fingers locked in James’ 
hair and mindlessly scratched and massaged his scalp while he sucked and licked and slobbered. There was the 
slight nipping of teeth again when James gave his throat a break and sucked on the head, but the harsh 
contact only made Jason's hips twitch harder and him moan louder. He was surprised he had lasted more than 
a minute, but he was coming entirely undone when James wrapped his hand around his shaft and stroked as he 


sucked the head of his cock like he was trying to literally milk Jason dry. 


"James, James, wait--" Jason pleaded, half-brain dead, body screaming for release and nothing else. James 
didn't wait; he gave a final swirl of his tongue to Jason's dick before sinking down and swallowing again. Jason's 
body tensed and tightened, heart pausing, and he curled his fingers in James' hair tight as he came, robust 
moans and curses turning into murmured pleas and breathless whimpers as James lapped delicately at his 


spent cock. 


"Shit, l'm sorry," Jason said, nearly out of breath, with his eyes still closed and his chest heaving as his 
heartbeat struggled to slow down. He inhaled deep through his nose and sat up against the wall, slumped over 
as he blearily opened his eyes--James looked gorgeous in the haze, his hair messy and slightly damp at his 
temples, eyelids heavy but his blue irises were crisp and clear despite that and his lips were swollen and deeply 


flushed, the tint of his cheeks only a couple shades behind. 


"What for?" James asked. His eyes flicked down to his own crotch, then to Jason's lower body, and Jason 
realized they both still had their dicks out. It was crazy how normal it all felt, how natural even with how 


jarringly intimate it really was. 


Jason tried to sit up more, shoving his shoulders back against the cool wall as he lifted his butt up and pulled 
his shorts back up over his hips. "You didn't have to--uh--swallow." He clamped his mouth shut--the word 
felt weird, a little dirty. James’ reassuring and surprising smile eased his mind a bit. 


| wasn't gonna spit it onto your sheets, man," James said. He made no move to pull his jeans up or grab his 
shirt, as if it wasn't the weed that had relaxed him but his orgasm--and Jason's--had. 


Jason glanced at the smear of dried release he'd wiped onto his sheets. "Well--you didn't have to, y'know, blow 
me either, if you--" He was being stupid, he already knew that, considering James had clearly wanted to suck 
his dick And what a world he lived in, with that being the case. He was counting his blessings silently behind his 
idiotic, useless and half-assed apology. 


"Newsted, you can't make me do shit," James said with a chuckle. Jason appreciated the return of the bravado, 
but he appreciated the additional blush that colored James' cheeks, giving his shyness away once again, even 
more. He laid down on his back, sprawling his legs out against Jason's, and extended one long, tan arm out, his 
palm facing up. Jason's pulse sped up, blood not just moving down to his dick again but also straight through to 
his heart, and he crawled forward and laid himself down in the space between James’ side and his outstretched 


arm. 


James wrapped that arm around Jason's shoulders; Jason cozied himself up against his armpit and chest as 
best he could, but his heart was a thunderous storm within his own ribcage. Kissing, handjobs and blowjobs 
were already all more intimate than Jason could have ever imagined with James, yet somehow lying together 
on Jason's bed felt like the most intimate and special thing of them all. He wasn't even tired--the opposite, 
really. His usual hyperactivity had come to life tenfold and he had to stop himself from bouncing around on the 
bed and fiddling around. The beast inside James seemed tame then. He looked truly serene, with his eyes closed 
beneath relaxed brows, his breathing even, and he lazily stroked his fingertips along Jason's upper arm. Jason 
just watched, peering up from his warm little nook, and traced the lines of James’ forehead and nose and lips 


with his eyes. 


"I can feel you staring," James mumbled. A smile twitched at the corners of his mouth as he said it, sleepy 


and sincere. 

"| can't help it," Jason blurted. 

| try to stare at you when you're not looking.” 

Jason scoffed, then laughed a little. "I caught you staring like you wanted to kill me." 
James’ brow furrowed but he didn't open his eyes. "No. It wasn't like that” 


"| guess | know that now." 


James rolled over, planting the hand that had been stroking Jason's arm against the mattress so he could 
hover over Jason: "Yeah, you do know that now." His hair hung down in a golden curtain, tickling Jason's neck as 
he lowered himself and gave Jason a long, soft kiss. Jason held the sides of James’ face carefully, his flushed 
cheeks warm beneath his fingers, and kissed back just the same, close-lipped but full of a palpable, swirling 
passion regardless. 


Jason already loved James. He figured he'd loved James the moment they'd met, when he'd stumbled into that 
dingy garage, hands shaking as he gripped his bass, heart pounding as he played in front of the most 
scrutinizing pair of eyes he'd ever encountered. Ensconced by James' body, feeling his lips on his own, tangling 
his fingers in the blonde mane that he figured he'd only ever get to touch in his dreams, Jason thought that 
he loved James in a different way. A scary way, a thrilling way, a love that he didn't think James--or Jason 


himself--had ever had before. 


-\|- 
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sunshine and roses forever? 


Sunlight streamed through the tiny slits between the blinds, stark, pale gold with the help of a clear early 
morning sky. Jason felt the warmth permeating through the windows first, a subtle overlay of heat thanks to 
a/c, then the warmth of James’ body--even hotter and more encapsulating than the sun itself--resonated 
with him. A surprisingly heavy, dense arm was thrown over his waist and James' body was flush against 
Jason's backside, their legs tangled together. He felt the slick of sweat all over his bare skin and his hair 
sticking to the back of his neck, then James’ nose pressed against his nape, heavy, deep breaths warm and 
velvety against his skin 


The digital clock said 10:41. The perk of an afternoon shift was sleeping in, even better when James was 
sleeping next to him. James could sleep forever; Jason couldn't, certainly not when he felt how hot and damp 
he was. He gently lifted James' arm and placed it against his side as he sat up, pressing his back against the 
cooler surface of the wall. He rubbed sleep from his eyes and opened them to look at the sleeping giant next 
to him, a seemingly cozy mess of golden hair and bronzed skin--Jason wasn't sure if he'd ever get over how 
beautiful James was to him. Lifting his hair up and away from his neck for some air, he wondered if all the 
girls felt the same, wondered if they were as elated to wake up next to such a complex, beautiful creature 
and if they pined as deeply for James as Jason had, even if he hadn't known that pining was what had been 
happening until James kissed him and finally freed the two of them. Jason felt lucky, if he was correct, that he 


was the one to ensnare James, the beast who could never be tamed. 

James sighed hard and blindly reached his arm out, his hand landing on Jason's shin. Jason smiled as it was 
squeezed a little and James inched closer, pressing his face against his thigh. He ran his fingers through 
James' hair; James grunted softly and wrapped his whole arm around Jason's legs, then kicked the blankets 
away from himself. That made Jason laugh and James blearily opened his eyes, looking up at Jason with a feral 


morning gaze that only he could muster so naturally. 


"Good morning, James," Jason said, nearly disbelieving that he could ever say those words with James actually 


in his bed. 
James rolled over onto his back and threw one arm over his head. "It's so fuckin’ hot, Jase. Get an a/c." 
"| normally sleep just fine with the fan," Jason noted. " You're so fucking hot, dude. Like a furnace." 


James raised his eyebrows, smirking. "Want to start sleeping alone again?" 


"Absolutely not” 


James laughed. "That's what | thought." 
"You're so smug. | like you better when you're all nervous around me." 


James ran one fingertip down Jason‘s leg. "I'm only smug because | know how much you like me." He spread his 
legs, feet and ankles still hidden by sheets, and clasped his fingers through Jason's: "Why don't you show me 


how much you like me?" 


Jason rolled his eyes. That was James--a sometimes contrasting mix of sweet affection and demanding sexual 
want, and Jason loved it. He tipped himself over James’ leg and settled between his legs, quick to pull the 
boxers down to the middle of his thighs, James' morning wood hard and hot, commanding attention and Jason 


was more than willing to give it. 


It was the third time Jason had gone down on James. He wasn't sure if his skills were improving at all since 
James seemed to like anything he did--Jason worked more with those positive responses than instinct, following 
James' moans and helpless jerks and twitches. He bent down and nuzzled James' abdomen, taut and tan, and 
heard him suck in a sharp breath as his abs shuddered; Jason's hair tickled over James’ erection and he 


almost laughed to himself at the teasing, but then James shot a hand down and grabbed a handful of his hair, 
pulling lightly. 


"Show me," he ordered, though his voice was soft. 


Jason obliged, gripping James' shaft to hold him steady while he licked around the head of his cock. He felt a 
vein flutter beneath his tongue and James’ fingers tightened in his hair. Jason looked up as he continued to 
tentatively lick--despite what he sometimes said, James seemed to like being teased--and watch him tilt his 
head back, exposing his long, tan neck and a tiny bit of morning stubble on his chin. Jason was determined to 
memorize every single part, every single detail of James someday. His eyes were the easiest and the maps of 
them in Jason's mind had been made long ago; James' lips were what he'd most recently memorized. The slight 
contours, the subtle dip of his cupid's bow, the fullness of his bottom lip and the slight chafing of a still- 


juvenile attempt at a mustache on his upper lip. 


"Come on," James groaned. Jason gave in, swallowing as much of James as he could, and the loud bellow from 
above was enough to make his own dick swell in his boxers. The deeper Jason went, the louder James got, so 
he tried his best every time to take him all in. The farthest he'd made it was halfway--James was big, and 

Jason was a novice--but he was ready to push himself, spurred on by James’ golden body cascaded in golden 


light. It was all too perfect. 


Jason tried to relax his throat, mentally willing his body to do the work to make it happen. James groaned again 
when Jason flattened his tongue and enough saliva helped him to slide down, then down some more, until finally 


he was swallowing a gag down, effectively swallowing James’ dick in the process. 


"Yes, oh my god, yes," James howled, both hands on Jason's head to hold him there. Jason kept himself there 
for a few more seconds before his body worked on its own accord and he thrashed out of James’ grasp and 
pulled off. He coughed and, a little embarrassed, wiped away spit from his chin as he felt his cheeks burn. 


James didn't even notice, he still had his eyes closed and was moaning softly. "So good, so good," he murmured, 


blindly reaching out to grab any part of Jason he could. 


Jason trudged onward, sinking back down He wrapped his hand around James’ wet cock and stroked, familiarizing 
himself with his tongue and lips around the head once more, licking away precum and his own saliva. James 
spread his legs wider--Jason glanced down to his soft inner thighs and grabbed one with his free hand, 
squeezing. James' breath stuttered and his hips jolted up, trying to push his cock deeper into Jason's mouth, 
but Jason had learned there was something else James liked just as much. He lifted his hand from James’ 
thigh and got two fingertips slick with spit, then reached between his legs and gently pressed on his perineum; 


James exhaled what sounded like a low growl cut off by an airy moan. 


Jason was still getting used to multitasking so much with James. He liked everything Jason had done so far and 
that enjoyment was motivating, but James could easily tire him out too, especially when Jason was trying to 
give a blowjob to one of the biggest dicks he'd ever seen He could feel James was close though, and hear it, 
too, from the moans and repeated gasps of encouragement. He rubbed between James’ cheeks with his slick 
fingers, suctioned tight around his cock with his lips, tongue and hand, and when his wet tongue slurped against 
the ridge of James’ shaft, he felt him go all taut and rigid underneath him. 


"Fuck, Jason, yes," James drawled, dragging out each word, his big hands still clasping Jason's head, his thighs 
parting even wider while his hips twitched and his abdomen tightened. 


Jason swallowed quickly. That taste, while not terrible, was still something he was trying to get used to. It 
wasn't until after he swallowed that he noticed how much sweatier he had become through exerting himself, 
and how hard he himself was, his erection like a literal tent in his boxers. He kissed the top of James’ thigh 
before standing up, desperate for a shower, but James shot his arm out and grabbed his wrist. 


"Get back here," he said, trying to yank Jason back into bed. 
Jason laughed. "| need to shower. And brush my teeth. You do too, honestly.” 


James grinned, totally satiated and back to being smug. "Then I'm coming with you." He stood up, staggering 
over Jason, and dragged him along to the bathroom. "And I'm gonna finish you off." 


They brushed their teeth over the sink in unison. It was something Jason hadn't expected to love so much-- 
the intimacy of it, the silliness of it when James made faces at him in the mirror, literally foaming at the 
mouth, his eyes somehow both sleepy and bright. Just as intimate was when they were naked and under the 
warm water, James plastered against Jason's backside as he ran his soapy hands all over his body, 


purposefully skipping over his dick. Jason could withstand teasing better than James, though--he could force 


himself to be patient if he knew he'd reap the proper rewards. He let James wash and caress him as long as 


he wanted which, ultimately, wasn't very long considering James had little patience of his own. 


He held Jason tight as he wrapped his hand around his cock, quick to begin stroking in a rhythm that had 
become expert very quickly. Jason's quiet moans were mostly overpowered by the running water, although 
James nestled his chin against his shoulder and turned his face into Jason's neck and wet hair, both of them 


breathing hard and slow. 


Jason focused on James’ dick grinding against his ass and the strokes against his own that had become faster 
and more determined. James kept growling and huffing in his ear, both of them paying no mind to the water 
pelting down on them; Jason shivered even with the warmth when James’ other hand rose up over his 
stomach and chest and his fingers went to pinch his nipple. Jason had never been so responsive to anyone else 
and James had been quick to learn what exactly got him going which was, well, just about anything he did to 
him. Go figure. 


"Come on," James urged, stroking even harder. Jason closed his eyes and leaned back, letting his head fall back 
on James' shoulder. The water cascaded over them, warm and slick just like James’ hand around his hard, 


leaking cock, and he ground his ass back in tandem with James’ strokes until the blur behind his eyes was as 
white as the tile in front of him and his body tightened and the blood rushed to his head in a fervid flood. He 
staggered back, held steady by James, and breathed heavily, uttering James’ name and shaking in his arms. 
Jason blinked and watched James uncurl his hand from around his dick and stick it under the water, letting his 
mess wash away. He laughed a little and turned around, wrapping his arms around James' wet form, and kissed 
him slowly and softly. James smiled against Jason's lips and pet his back, tracing his fingers down his spine, 
parting his legs so Jason could slide neatly between them. 

"You working today?" James asked, reaching behind Jason to grab a bottle of shampoo. 

Jason nodded. "Got a few hours though. Want breakfast?" 

"Thought this was breakfast." 

Jason laughed. "Okay, how ‘bout breakfast part two?" 


James snickered and squeezed a glob of shampoo on top of Jason's head. "Sure. Part two." He worked his 


fingers through, sudzing it up and massaging Jason's scalp. "We've got rehearsal later." 
| remembered." 


James wiped a streak of suds away from Jason's brow. He frowned slightly, his eyes on his own hands, not on 


Jason's: "You're really okay with being back?" 


"Yeah, of course, man. Its not like you kept me away for that long, right?" Jason replied, suddenly feeling 
tentative and careful with his words. He and James hadn't really discussed the breach of their friendship, if 
one could call it that, since rekindling. He didn't think anything needed to be said. 


Felt like forever," James said. He gently nudged Jason back under the water and grabbed the shampoo for 
himself. 


Jason sat with that while he washed his hair out. It had felt like forever for him, too, though he'd accepted 
that it was the end. James hadn't, and that was worth noting--even though he'd been shunned, James had 
always wanted him and had wanted him back right after he'd sent him away. Jason knew it wasn't easy for 
James to be vulnerable in any way and he knew it was an honor that he was being shown any vulnerability at 
all, but it also unnerved him. He was still never sure when the animal side of James would return and at what 


cost? 

James' arms wrapped around Jason and he pulled him in close. "I never said it before." 

Jason knew. James was sorry for what happened that night at the van, sorry for everything that happened in 
the past almost year, even if he'd never be able to say the word. He hugged James back. "I know, James. You 
know it's all forgiven, right?" 

"You shouldn't be so easy," James mumbled. 

Jason laughed at that. "Why? You planning on breaking my heart some more?" 

James gave a light smack to Jason's flank. "No. Just--just don't want you to be disappointed” 

Jason titled his head. "Why would | be disappointed?" 

James averted his eyes again, reaching for the conditioner, but kept his mouth shut. Insecurity and fear 
tingled up Jason's spine but he shook it away, made himself laugh quietly, and warmly grabbed James’ upper 
arm. "James, come on," he said, then, turning the tides, grabbed the bottle of conditioner away from him. "Turn 
around. Let me do it.” James did, and Jason took the glob of conditioner in his hands and ran it through James' 
hair, massaging it in at the ends; he saw James' shoulders rise and fall with a sigh that was drowned out by 
the sound of the water rushing, so when he was done, Jason rubbed his slick hands over James' upper back 
and shoulders as soothingly as he could. 


"Seriously, James," he said, sidling up right behind him, wrapping him up in another hug. "It's okay." 


James sighed again but seemed to quickly recover. He teasingly rubbed his butt back against Jason's hips. 
"Okay, Jase." 


Jason thrust the conditioner at him. "Come on. My turn." 


Since he and James had gotten together, Jason's obligations in life were wrapped in a soft haze, his mind 
dreamy and far away from everything. James had often consumed his mind before, but in rancor, anguish and 
confusion, since they'd broken the horrible spell with a kiss--and many kisses after--his mind was consumed 
by James in a lovesick way, his heart strung up by strands of gold hair and guitar strings. He liked it, that 
"honeymoon phase" as people called it. He knew his feelings were puffed up by it, by the newness and the 
giddiness of it all. Even if the puppy-love was temporary, it was still love. Nothing else mattered as long as 


James--and Kirk and Lars--was by his side and they had the band. 


Kirk and Lars seemed to have picked up on the changes--how could they not have? James had stopped himself 
from constantly tormenting and torturing Jason, and it had remained that way for the past two weeks. Jason 
saw when Kirk and Lars exchanged confused, curious looks, but they never outright asked, which he thought 
was odd. Lars was normally one to break tension even if he ended up creating more. Jason figured they knew 


something strange was happening. But who would have thought James would attach himself to another man? 


Jason's mind was still on James, his name ringing like bells in his head, when he clocked out and walked out of 
work on two light feet. And there was the man himself, gleaming in the early evening sun, leaning against his 
van, eyes moving to Jason as soon as he stepped out into fresh air. Jason couldn't help the absurdly huge grin 
that broke out on his lips, his steps feeling even lighter at the sight before him. James smiled back, a blush 


instantly creeping over his cheeks, and he looked down at the pavement. 


"Whatcha doing, dude?" Jason asked. He wanted to hug him, but knew better--James was not into any sort of 
PDA, except sometimes platonically onstage, and it was probably safer that way. 


James turned and opened the passenger door of the van, bending over and retrieving a grease-stained white 
paper bag. "| brought dinner," he said, and Jason's heart swelled with James looking like a little kid offering him 
a present. He looked even shyer as he added, "Maybe | should've waited. You probably don't wanna eat in the 
parking lot." 


Jason smiled even more. "I don't care. As long as I'm with you." 
James smiled back and pulled the door of the van open, revealing the trash-laden, beer-stained interior. He sat 


down on the edge and patted the spot next to him. It wasn't going out, not even to a bad, cheap diner, but it 
was dinner with his boyfriend regardless, and Jason couldn't have been happier. 


-\|- 
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"What's going on with you two?" 


Finally, Lars intercepted the drastic change in energy and behavior within their garage band, only until James 
laughed too loudly and too genuinely, all big, white teeth as his eyes twinkled while Jason beamed right back, at 
a wise-crack Jason made. He'd never laughed with Jason before. It was about time someone called him out on 
it, Jason figured. He was ready for it. One too many smiles and one too many laughs and someone--of course 


Lars--had to play detective. 


Jason looked to James, whose face flushed before his toothy smile quickly turned into a grimace and he looked 
at Lars with warning eyes. So Jason feigned innocence, merely shrugging behind his bass: "Nothing." 


"Bullshit," Lars replied quickly, looking as though he was going to pounce from behind his drums. "There's 


something going on. James, you're being fucking weird" 
James glared at him. "The fuck is your problem?" 
Kirk looked concerned. "Don't we want James to be nice to Jason?" 


"Well, yes," Lars sputtered, tapping one drumstick against his knee before pointing it at James. "But you're 


being too nice to him. It's freaking me out!" 
"Want it to be you instead?" James gritted out, and Jason hid a laugh behind his hand. 


Lars looked incredulous, holding both arms out, his eyes scanning over all three of them. "What the hell is 


going on?" 


"Give it a rest, Lars," Kirk said, meeting Jason's eyes. Jason could usually count on him to be the most aware 
and the most conscientious, though it was still pretty rare when he actually stood up for Jason. He'd definitely 


take whatever he could get. "Let's just move on" 


"Fine," Lars huffed, and Kirk furrowed his brow a little at Jason. Jason nodded in response--he could at least 
trust Kirk for now, and he was willing to satiate some curiosity after practice. Nothing was owed--he just felt 
like giving some clarity. And, he had to acknowledge, there was a part of him that wanted to show off the fact 
that he and James were sort of together. Who else ever got to say that? 


James still seemed aggravated for the rest of the session and had even resorted to old habits, returning to 
ignoring Jason for the most part, a sudden gift of the cold shoulder. It hurt a little at first, with that icy chill 
sending Jason backwards into a flood of memories of all the other times James had scorned him. Still, he was 
able to shake it off as they carried on. He knew why, fully and finally, James acted the way he did, and he 
knew that once they were alone again, he'd be back, subdued and with a quieted heart, in Jason's arms. 

"| thought James got a new girlfriend or something," Kirk said to Jason post-practice, the two of them sitting 
out back sipping beers. Neither of them seemed to be very intent on actually drinking them--Kirk definitely 
wanted to know the gossip, and Jason wanted to have a clear head to give it to him. "He's been spending 
rights somewhere, right?" 

Jason wasn't sure how to put it, so he laughed and said, "I guess l'm like James’ girlfriend." 


Kirk's eyes got big and he held his beer tightly against his chest. "So my hunch was right?" 


Jason leaned forward in the lawn chair, sighing with unexpected relief. It felt good to get it out, to Kirk anyway. 


"Yeah, dude. | guess that turn of behavior had to come from somewhere, right? You and Lars aren't stupid" 
"No, but | don't think we expected it to be from--um-- that" 

‘Neither did |.” 

Kirk leaned forward too, inching close to Jason. "So what happened?" 

"James kissed me," Jason confessed. "And it all started to make sense." 

Kirk seemed to think on that for a moment before asking, "How?" 

Jason chose his words carefully. "James prefers to show how he feels, not say how he feels. Y'know?" 

Kirk nodded. "Yeah." 

"Do you think its weird?" Jason was earnestly curious. 


"No, not--not really," Kirk said, taking a drink, looking ahead. "A little, maybe. | just never would've guessed, not 
until James kept disappearing and then started being nice to you." 


Jason pondered Kirk's reflection. "Think it'll last?" He was suddenly curious about that, too. James certainly had 
a history of flipping various switches back and forth. Who was to say he wouldn't abruptly change gears? 


| hope so. | was getting tired of James being in a bad mood all the time," Kirk said. "And | got tired of him 
treating you like shit" 


"Lars is suspicious," Jason chuckled. "Maybe he liked how things were before.” 


"He just wants to know what's going on" Kirk sighed and took another drink, his dark eyes looking contemplative, 
and added, "I think he's jealous." 


Jason laughed at that, but he could still imagine it. Lars and James had always been tight, and Lars was 
definitely the first one to be on James’ heels when it came to pranking and hazing Jason. "Think he'll get over 
it?" 

"Eventually. He needs James’ attention He might feel like you're taking it away from him." 

"I think after almost a year, | deserve some positive attention." 

Kirk nodded in agreement. "About time, man" Both of them turned around at the sound of the screen door 
slamming shut and the shuffle of feet; Lars was headed their way and quickly planted himself in front of them. 
Jason thought it was comical, the staunch stance he'd taken on top of the weed-choked patio, when he was 
basically a midget. 


"So? What is it?" Lars asked, eyes locked on Jason "What's going on?" 


Kirk looked away, sipping his beer; Jason sighed and leaned back in his chair. "James and | came to an 


understanding’ 
Lars looked impatient. "What understanding?" 

"We like each other.” 

Lars pouted and tightened his brow, the haughtiness in his gaze unrelenting. "What does that mean?" 
"We like each other," Jason said with a shrug, then gestured at a free lawn chair. "Would you sit down?" 
"Are you two fucking® Lars looked bewildered, but less irritated 

Jason couldn't help but laugh. "Take a guess. 

"| can't believe it!" Lars sputtered, his face going red. "How did that happen? It doesn't make any sense" 


"It kind of does," Kirk chimed in. "James is like a little kid. Picking on Jason when he just really had like, a crush 


on him." 


Lars collapsed into the open chair. "Well. Fuck. Now what?" 


Jason tilted his head. "What do you mean?" 


"What | mean is, if this goes badly, if it all turns to shit," Lars explained, so serious it made Jason nervous. 


"Then we're all fucked. You know that?" 


Jason hadn't thought that far ahead, perhaps stupidly so. He wasn't sure what to say. He looked to Kirk, who 
looked a little pensive and hid behind his hair and his beer; Jason sighed and tilted his chin up to the sky, eyes 
gazing over the dusky sky, a whole sea of cool, almost murky blue above him. He wanted, for a moment, to 
escape into that sky and roll himself up in the blue. 


I'd rather not have James have to fight his feelings anymore," Jason declared. He felt a little better as he 
said it, as if verbalizing it made it ultimately, utterly true. "I want to be here, in the band with you guys. It all 
went to shit when he tried to push me away, right? So what does it really matter if it goes to shit sometime 


down the line?" 


Lars' eyes moved past Jason as the screen door rattled shut again. "Here he comes," he announced. "The 


Mighty Het" 


A shiver ran up Jason's spine, his skin prickling. The energy had shifted again with James’ arrival and he wasn't 
sure what was coming next. He knew it would take time and work and so much patience before James could 
completely let his walls down and be totally safe for Jason to be around--at least when it came to their 
bandmates and anyone else--and he was starting to regret opening up the conversation without James' 
approval with the air feeling so suddenly thick with unforeseen tension. In hindsight, it wasn't his smartest 


move. 
James loomed over them, a beer, of course, in hand. "What's going on?" 
"Just talking, man," Lars answered before Jason could. 


James' obvious wrath turned to Jason. His eyes almost matched the color of the sky, Jason noted, and he felt 
like he was staring into the face of his own doom. "What'd you tell them?" 


Jason was at a loss of words, fumbling with the beer in his hand as his brain short-circuited Kirk came to his 
rescue, sort of: "It's not his fault. | asked." 


"It was obvious," Lars added. "Don't be mad at Jason." 


Their words seemed to bounce off James, his posture rigid and threatening. Jason shrank back in the chair, 
worried that James would lash out at him physically but, even worse, would say something he wouldn't be able 
to unhear. He tried to ready himself for whatever would come, hating himself all the while because he knew 
how pathetic he must have looked James lunged forward and grabbed him by the collar of his t-shirt, yanked 
him up as if Jason weighed nothing at all and dragged him away, causing Jason to drop his beer to the ground. 


He heard it fizz out of the can as he was pulled away by James' exceptionally strong and intentional hold on 


him. Jason couldn't even look at Lars and Kirk, he just kept his eyes on the ground as he tried to get his feet 
to work while James yanked him along. Soon enough, he found himself shoved up against the side of the 


garage--a familiar position and not a welcome one. 

He winced, shutting his eyes, and breathed in what he thought could very well be his last breath. Although 
James' grip on his shirt didn't relinquish, no blow from his other hand came, and the words that fell from his 
lips weren't as dangerous as Jason had expected: "| wasn't ready." 

Jason's heart floated at first with relief, then sank when he realized he'd already betrayed James' trust. "I'm 
sorry," he said. "| should've--| shouldn't have said anything. I'm sorry, James." James let him go, so Jason 
continued, his brain frantically trying to find resolution to the mess he'd made: "They don't know much. But 
they know. Is it bad?" He waited, but James was all clamped up, his body held tight and his eyes confused and 
almost sad as he looked at the empty space next to Jason 

"I get it," Jason told him. "But it's okay--they're your friends. They get it, too." More than anything, he hoped 
James didn't--and wouldn't ever--regret finally giving in and giving himself up and Jason in. He couldn't bear 
the thought of that. 

James hung his head silently. 


Jason took the opportunity to tentatively wrap his arms around him. "Its okay, buddy. I'm just glad you didn't 
punch my teeth out." 


James stiffened in his arms. "| wanted to for a second." 

He was tempted to break away, but Jason held his ground and held James close anyway. "No doubt." 

"| wasn't ready," James repeated, but it came out more like a growl this time. "| can't believe you--fuck, Jason, 
| know you and Kirk like to gossip or whatever the fuck but this--" He grabbed Jason's biceps but didn't push 
him away. "| didn't want anyone knowing. Not now." 


"I fucked up, man, l'm sorry." 


Jason could hear James' teeth clenched when he spoke: "Stop saying you're sorry." He freed Jason's arms and 


let his own body hang there, uncharacteristically passive. "I think | gotta spend the night here" 
Jason loosened his hold but didn't free James completely. "Okay" 

"Okay?" 

Jason nodded against James’ shoulder. "I's okay. | shouldn't--" 


James tugged on Jason's hair, pulling his head back enough to make eye contact. "Stop." 


It was horrible, Jason realized, how badly he wanted to kiss James even when he was terrifying. He nodded 


again and James untangled his fingers from his hair, then backed up a couple steps. 
Jason tried to give some relief: "You know no matter what, you're still the Mighty Hetfield, right?" 


James smiled so slightly Jason almost missed it. It wasn't a happy smile. "If you say so.” 


The darkness seemed too dark It was overwhelming, like a huge, black, hot cloak overbearing Jason's entire 
being and his psyche, too. He couldn't fall asleep when feeling so suffocated yet also so empty and alone, in 
need of another person by his side--in need of James by his side. He'd never thought he'd crave sleeping next 
to another person so badly but with James gone, and on such a somber note, Jason felt utterly and completely 
alone. He laid awake, blinking through the blackness, and continued the same mantra: it's not forever. James 


would be back. There was no way he wouldn't be. Right? 


The insecurity rattled his bones as it wove itself through Jason's body, fast-moving and insidious. It felt 
neverending, like he would always be on shaky ground no matter what, and the more pervasive his doubts and 


fears became, the harder it was to cling to the silent mantra he kept chanting in his head. 


Its not forever,” Jason declared out loud to himself. He felt insane lying there in the dark, talking to himself, 
aching so painfully for someone who might always be at an arm's length. "H's not for fucking ever." He rolled 
over onto his side and looked out the window, the blinds up so he could at least have the light of the moon, 


but the cloudy night sky had taken even it away from him. 


No stars, no moon, no James. Jason felt like someone had taken his heart out and kicked it off into the dark, 
looming trees and he was left blinded and alone to go find it. Maybe that would make for a good song someday, 
if James and Lars would ever let him write anything. He hugged, exasperated and mentally depleted, to himself 
at that thought and rolled over again, closing his eyes. 


‘It's not forever," he said again, willing himself to believe it. 


-VIl- 
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Stupidly, Jason expected James to show up like a knight in shining armor, to rescue him from the internal 
agony and doubt and guilt that not even work could distract him from. He expected James to drive up in the 
rumbling van and wait for him in the parking lot with the shy smile Jason loved so much. But Jason kept 
peering out the panels of glass and no van ever came. No James. He felt his heart sink lower and lower with 
each look outside, and he knew he was just torturing himself. He couldn't help it. James had started to let him 
in and Jason couldn't let that go. He needed more of James. It couldn't be the end, certainly not from a stupid 


but innocent and well-intended mistake on Jason's part. 


The last hour was dragging. Jason wanted to go home yet, at the same time, he didn't. Nothing was waiting for 
him at home apart from a lonely joint and some lonely records. He'd already grown too accustomed to smoking 
with James and listening to music, learning even more about what James liked--and what he didn't--and after 
a few hits and some tunes, the exploration of what he liked usually went beyond just music. Jason missed his 
touch, his voice, his intelligence, everything. If that was what being in love was like, part of him didn't want it, 
not if it was also going to hurt so badly. 


The phone rang. That was a rare occurrence and Jason really wasn't in the mood to talk to anyone. It'd been a 
slow enough day to spare him much human interaction, though he also recognized that was just fueling his 


misery. He picked it up on the third ring. 


"Jase?" There was that voice. That low, slightly rough voice that still managed to sound almost like a lullaby in 


his ears. 


"James?" Jason was astounded. It'd only been a couple days of distance but he never anticipated James 


reaching out like that. 

"Hey." James paused; Jason held his breath. 'I wasn't sure if you were working today" 
"Yeah" Jason glanced at the clock again "Got like, half an hour left! 

Another pause, shorter, and then, "What are you doing after?" 


Jason was quick to respond. "Nothing. Why, what's up?" 


"Was wondering if you wanted to go to the creek with me. Its really hot out today and | got some beer," 
James said, then took another break between words. Jason already knew he was going to say yes, but then 


James said, sounding a little frantic, "But if you don't want to--" 


"No, | do," Jason assured him. His heart had already risen from the depths of his chest. "That sounds fun. Are 


Kirk and Lars coming?" 

‘Just us. Unless you want them to?" 
"Just us sounds good" 

"Can | pick you up?" 

"Yeah, man. I'll be here." 

"Okay, Jase. See ya soon" 


The excitement and relief was bursting through him, but Jason also knew he needed to be a little cautious. 
James wouldn't break up with or kick him out of the band--again--during a drunken romp at the creek, right? 
Hopefully not. But that didn't mean everything was completely settled yet. Still, James reached out first--that 
was significant. It had to be. Jason had planned on giving him as much time and space as he needed, though it 
was hard to be patient, especially when his heart was on the line and he was desperate to stay in the band 


and even more desperate to keep James in his life. 


The last half hour of work felt like an eternity. Jason was practically vibrating with anticipatory energy, 
bouncing around in the last few minutes, eyes constantly darting outside to see if the van was there. He 
eventually heard it before he saw it, the loud, low rumble not so much unlike James’ voice permeating through 
brick and glass to make it into Jason's ears. He couldn't stop himself from hauling ass out the door, always too 
eager, always too excited. But then, in that moment, he wasn't able to consider how much of a weakness 


James might see it as. 


James was still sitting behind the wheel, the engine idle. Jason yanked the passenger door open and sat himself 
down, the usual reek of the interior actually smelling good to him. It smelled familiar, as did the musky yet 
almost sweet scent of James. Jason had been hoping against all hope that things would just feel normal, but 
they didn't--there was a tension in the air that hadn't even been there before he and James had kissed. It 
was heavy and thick, unshakeable as he strapped himself into the seat and glanced mostly in his peripheral at 
James, whose hands were tight around the steering wheel, his eyes pointed at the windshield. 


"So we're going to the creek?" Jason asked, just trying to slice through the air. 


"Yep." James put the van in reverse and then they were off, rolling through the parking lot at an unreasonable 


speed. 


Jason had never been to this creek but he knew it was going to be a drive to get out of the city and get 
there. He settled in the passenger seat and took to looking out the window at the last few miles of the city and 
the stark blue skyline beyond the buildings. The sky looked too cheery in contrast with the foggy mood in the 
van, although as they drove on and the buildings became trees, the light grew dimmer and cooler and Jason 
felt like James might be driving him to his ultimate doom. What the hell would they do at the creek besides 


James bashing Jason's head in with a rock and dumping his body in the water? 
No, that was ridiculous. James was a brute but he'd never seriously hurt Jason 


He had no idea how much time there was left. Jason wished, in that moment, with the silence so loud it almost 
hurt his ears, that he'd spent more time exploring on his own. James, Kirk and Lars weren't often up for 
adventuring--they'd lived in the same place for years, they already knew it, and James and Lars especially 
were always so focused on the band. That meant scouting out bars and, even more optimistically, concert halls. 
Jason wanted that too, yes, but he still barely knew how to get around and he had felt like a perpetual 


outsider for so long. 


The trees and brush seemed to get fuller and greener the longer James drove and the longer the silence 
lasted. There was the music filtering out of the car stereo but Jason didn't hear it. He just heard the 


deadweight silence between him and James, as if neither of them were even breathing. 


Finally James lurched the van off the road and onto grass. It lumbered over the ground and was left on a low 
slant as James put it into park and turned the key; Jason watched him unbuckle himself before doing the 
same, his heart wrapped up in dread. James was often quiet. This was overwhelmingly quiet. He followed James 
through the tall grass and past the treeline, feeling a bit of relief as soon as the sound of the creek rushing 
broke through the silence. He could hear the liveliness of the water and the various birdsongs and chirps that 
came from the trees, and the buzzing and humming of insects all around. It was a sort of music he hadn't 


heard in a long time and he hadn't realized how much he'd missed it. 


"This is so cool," he mused, gazing up at the abundance of green leaves, then back down to the rock-laden, 


mossy creek. "Wow. It's so cool. | wish I'd seen it before.” 
James shrugged, the rack of beer he'd brought along hanging in his hand. "No one ever showed you." 
"Right." 


James set the rack on the ground and tore the cardboard open, grabbed two cans and handed one over to 
Jason. "| wanna swim," he declared, seemingly to the air more so than Jason, and chugged the beer for a few 
seconds before setting it down and taking his shirt off. Jason watched, stunned, as James stripped all the way 
down to his boxers, grabbed the open beer and the rest of the rack and made his way further down the bank 
and stepped into the water. The way his shoulder blades were protruding a bit, held high on his back, was 
captivating to Jason. They formed wings that pointed down to the slight curve of his spine, the little dip in the 
small of his back that deepened ever so slightly as his hips swayed when he waded further in. In the center, at 


the deepest point, the water only rose to just about James’ knees so Jason wasn't sure what swimming was 


going to happen. But James turned around to face him and then sank down, expertly holding both his open can 
and the rack of beer above the water. 


"You gonna help?" James asked, flipping some hair away from his eyes. 


"Uh, yeah, sure," Jason replied, unsure if James even heard him over the buzzing, birds and running water. He 
pounded the entire beer he'd been given down before taking off his own clothes, save for his boxers, just like 
James. 


He stumbled a little over the rocks as he waded into the creek, keeping his eyes down as he stepped. Falling in 
front of James would not be fun, it would be too symbolic and Jason couldn't take any more mental metaphors. 
The water was cooler than he expected and he felt all the hairs on his body stand up as it gave a little shock 
to his system; when he looked up, finally getting some footing as the rocks gave way a bit for more of a 
muddy, sandy bottom, James was watching him intently, cold eyes focused like an eagle. 


Jason snagged another beer from the rack. James turned and shuffled forward toward the opposite bank to 
set it down, then sank down onto his butt, bringing his beer up to his lips. His eyes were still on Jason, like he 
was just waiting to see what he'd do. Jason knew that he looked obviously out of his element--not that he'd 
never messed around in a creek before, but because he was in a new place, unfamiliar territory yet territory 
that he should have gotten more accustomed to long ago. He just hadn't made the effort and James knew that. 
Jason had arrived, found the guys and that was it. His life for the past near-year had been consumed by 
Metallica, the hazing that had come with it and the continuous struggle to make something of themselves. But 
make what, exactly? Jason wasn't sure his dreams and ambitions could settle into fame and money. Something 
in his core cried out for something more, something perhaps somewhat abstract and, whenever he thought 


about James, the obscured vision of what that might be became a little clearer. 


"ve been thinking about Cliff a lot," James said, the abruptness and power of his statement making Jason 


freeze where he was standing. 

He waited for James to continue for a few seconds before gently urging. "Yeah?" 

"It sucks," James said. He was clutching the can of beer so tight in his fist that James could see the 
aluminium flex. "That doesn't even cover it. It fucking sucks. | wish it hadn't happened. | don't understand why it 
happened." 

"I know," Jason said, keeping his voice soft, even if he didn't completely know. 

"But then | feel kinda bad for wishing that, because if it hadn't happened, | wouldn't have met you." James 
squeezed the beer can harder before taking a long drink from it. "And that's so fucked up. | can't win. It's like 


my mind can't fuckin’ win, man" 


"You can wish it hadn't happened, and wish you'd still met me," Jason said. He felt out of his element when 
James revealed the deeper parts of his psyche. He wanted to be the one James revealed those parts to, but 


he wasn't sure how to handle them yet. He'd hoped he'd get the chance to learn 


James sniffed. Jason was scared suddenly because James was crying--actually crying. His eyes were full of 
unshed tears for a brief moment until one rolled down his cheek. "I guess. But that's not fair, man" He didn't 
even try to wipe the tears away, they were freefalling down his face now. "It's fucked up, like everything just 
led up to this, and it's fucked up because that's how it feels it should've happened, but Cliff shouldn't have died. 
It's not fair." 


Finally Jason got it into himself to wade over to James’ slumped form against the bank. He sank down in the 
water next to him but kept a few inches between them, James instantly put himself closer, right against 
Jason's side, and laid his cheek on his shoulder, sobbing freely. Jason wrapped his arm around him, holding him 
close, and sat in the total rawness of it all. They were nearly naked, submerged in a creek, not even close to 
being drunk and James was an aching, sobbing, pain-wracked mess. 

‘lm really sorry, James," Jason said. It was honest. He wished he could take away the pain. He wished Cliff 
hadn't died. He wished it all had been allowed to happen in a different way. If he could somehow erase himself 
from James' life to bring Cliff back and to free James of the grief, he would. "I'm so fucking sorry.’ 

James nodded against Jason's shoulder. Jason let him cry and, after a couple minutes, it seemed like most of 
the tears had been let out. James’ whimpering quieted a little and his breathing steadied; he clutched at 
Jason's forearm, keeping them locked together. "I don't wanna push you away," he said. "But | don't know how 
not to." 

"lll be here, man. I'm not going anywhere," Jason assured him. It was a promise. 

James sniffled again. "Do you think that--do you think that if Cliff was still here, you'd find us anyway?" 

"I'd like to think that, James." 

"Me too." 


Jason let those words hang in the air for a minute. "Honestly, | thought you might've brought me here to kick 


me out again" 


"No." James tightened his hold on Jason's arm. "I didn't know what | wanted to do. But | knew | had to see you. 


Things make more sense when you're around." 
Jason smiled. "Really?" 
James nodded. "You're so solid, Jase. Like nothing can take you down" 


"l'm sure some things could" 


"Nah." James sat up a little, looking Jason in the eye. "You're a fucking fortress." 


Jason held their eye contact until a little smirk broke out on James’ lips. He swung his arm around James’ back 
and kissed him; James kissed back, digging his nails into Jason's forearm. It was such a wave of relief and joy 
to kiss again, to feel James that close, even if it had been precipitated by so many tears and so much despair. 
Jason could never completely take that hurt away from James but, if he were able to even give a little 


temporary relief, he would try his damndest. 

They were wrapped up in each other, trading deeper and deeper kisses, until Jason had to swat a mosquito 
away from his face. James took the opportunity to finish his beer; Jason did the same, propped up on his 
knees in the flowing water. He felt James staring at him, but there was a softness to his gaze. 

"| really like your face," James said. 

Jason smiled. "Yeah? | like yours too, Het" 

"| need you, Jase," James said. Jason was continuously surprised by how much emotion James was showing 
with the use of hardly any alcohol. "And | think that's pretty fuckin’ selfish. But | gotta tell you that." He 
settled back against the mossy bank again and turned to grab another beer. Jason could see the flush on his 
cheeks, the embarrassment--even shame--colored brightly. 

Jason waited until he was replanted next to James to say his piece: "I don't think it's selfish when I'm happy to 
give myself to you." He reached under the water and laid his hand on James’ thigh, his skin warm beyond the 
cool water. "I already have. I'm committed to the band, failure or glory, it doesn't matter. I'm there. I'm here.” 
"What if it's about more than the band?" James asked, barely moving his lips as he spoke, his eyes cautious. 
Jason chuckled. "I sure fuckin’ hope it is." He slid his hand down from James’ thigh to a smooth rock that laid 
between them, slicking his fingers over the wet moss and algae. "When | fucked around in creeks back home, I'd 
look for crawdads." 


"What'd you do after you find them?" James asked, raising his eyebrows curiously. 


Jason kept fumbling with more rocks, but he only kept finding mud. "Just put ‘em back. Some people eat them, 


you know?" 
"Are they like lobster?" 
"Poor man's lobster." 


"One day," James began to muse, hooking his arm over Jason's shoulders. "We'll get to eat all the real lobster 


we want." 


"And drink all the beer and drink all the liquor," Jason added. He gave up his search for the crawdads and 


looked at James again. "You really wanna be famous?" 

James sighed. "| wanna do what we set out to do with Cliff. | don't know if that's getting famous or getting rich 
or just--just making something. But | wanted it to be big." He captured Jason with his cool eyes, the whites 
still slightly bloodshot from his tears. "We all want it to be big. Don't you want it to be big? Don't you want to 


get the fuck out of here sometimes?" 


"I feel like | just got here, James," Jason confessed. "All | wanted was to be a part of it. To be a part of you 
guys, To be accepted. | wanna show you that I'm worth it" 


James pressed Jason in even closer. "You already have." 

"When?" 

"Day one," James said, no hesitation. Jason was entranced by his words, never anticipating James would ever 
say that Jason was worthy of being in the band, not even after having each other's dicks in their mouths. 
"You proved it on day one, man. You didn't try to be anything or anyone else. You were just--you. You always 
are. | wish--" He trailed off, looking ahead at the other bank. 

"Wish what, James?" 

"I wish | could be like that," James said. "You don't change shit, not for no one. You're just you, Jase." 

"Believe it or not, you're always you too, Het." 

James lowered his eyes and then his chin, hair dropping toward the water. "It feels different. Since--" 


He trailed off again, so Jason gently interjected: "| don't doubt it" 


After a few seconds, James inhaled and lifted his arm from Jason's shoulders to grab more beer. “Alright, 


Newsted. You find some crawdads and we'll bring ‘em back and boil ‘em. We are poor men" 


Jason looked at the beer can that James had nearly crushed in his fist, lying empty on a thick patch of moss. 
"Deal." 


-|X- 
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There were still no crawdads Jason could find but there was more beer. James drove them back through the 
woods and back into the city, both of them damp through their clothes against the van's already scuzzy seats, 
and they ended up at Jason's. To Jason, having James back in his space felt like the ultimate win, exactly what 
he needed. The air had been cleared and they were both giggling--admittedly a little buzzed--as they headed 
inside, giggling even more as they both stripped and he tossed their clothes into the wash. Jason retrieved 
clean, dry clothes from his own wardrobe for both of them after a shower, but James was already insistent 
on that extra beer. He chugged one, then another, then his stark naked form was stretching upwards, greedy 
hands rifling through one of the kitchen cabinets. 


"Whatchya looking for?" Jason asked, already even more buzzed from the beer he'd pounded in tandem with 
James. Buzzed enough to not care that he and James were both bare-assed, anyway. He was enjoying getting 
to oggle James' smooth, tan skin, his whole form even more golden in contrast with the cold, stark white of 


the kitchen 
"You've gotta have something stronger," James said, pawing his way through boxes of cereal. "Don't you?" 


Jason reached up on top of the fridge and grabbed the half-empty bottle of Smirnoff. "Right here, doofus. 


You're tall enough to see it" 


James rolled his eyes and snatched the bottle away. He tossed his head back, throat moving fluidly as he 
swallowed, and Jason watched in perpetual awe as to how much liquor he could take down without flinching or 
gagging. Then again, he could take dick down his throat without flinching or gagging. Jason took the bottle after 
him but left it after a much more modest swig, the hot, acrid taste burning away whatever beer was left on 
his taste buds. James was watching him--always watching him, it seemed--with curious eyes, like he was 


mulling something over silently in his head. 
"What?" Jason asked with a little cough, wiping leftover vodka from his chin. 
"Nothin," James replied, grabbing the bottle again. 


It wasn't new for James to be getting plastered on any given day, but Jason had grown somewhat used to him 


curbing the drinking just a bit when they were together. It was a little odd to see him hitting the bottle so 


hard. It must have been the impromptu therapy session they had at the creek--as cathartic as he'd hoped it 
was for James to talk some things out, he figured he also needed alcohol to cushion any more emotional 


waves. Jason couldn't blame him for that. 


The vodka and beer were already settling uncomfortably in his stomach. One joint to curb some nausea for 
Jason and two more beers for James and they finally made it to the shower. James was much more grabby 
with Jason when he was under the influence--he wasted no time in snatching up a bar of soap and lathering it 
to frothy suds in his hands, smoothing his palms down every inch of Jason that he could manage without 
stumbling and falling against porcelain. Jason laughed a little as he went along, James’ touch inadvertently 


ticklish and his own skin extra sensitive from the warm water and the high he was riding. 


They were both quiet in the white noise of the water. James hadn't broken his gaze away from Jason's body 
the entire time they were in the shower, normally, Jason would have shied away from that, too much scrutiny 
to bear. But James was looking over him with reverence and with hunger. It felt bizarre to get that from him 
when Jason knew he'd been looking that way at James for months, totally unrequited, the reasons even largely 
unknown to Jason himself until he looked at and scrutinized himself in hindsight. 


Jason swaddled James in a clean towel after, then himself. James actually looked deliriously adorable when he 


swung the towel up over his head like a hood, clutching it to his shoulders, still looking at nothing but Jason. 
"You're staring, Het," Jason commented, wrapping his own towel around his hips. 


"Um--Jase," James started to say. Finally his eyes moved elsewhere, down to the floor. His shoulders rose as 


he took a deep breath. "I want you to--to fuck me." 


Jason was stunned, holding his breath in silence for what felt like an eternity before he finally sputtered out, 
"What? Now?" That definitely wasn't the most ideal response based on James’ confused frown, but his 
statement had made it feel like all the air was knocked out of Jason's lungs. He'd hoped it would get to this 


point someday but he'd never imagine James would want that 

"Do you not want to?" James asked, slurring his words a bit. Jesus, he really was drunk. Jason was too, and 
stoned, and while his body was desperate to give James what he wanted, there was enough clarity in his mind 
to know that it might not be a good idea while they're both so smashed. 

"| don't think we--l don't think that's a good idea," Jason replied. "Not now, Het." 

James twisted his lips. "Oh." 

Jason was quick to embrace him, bringing his hands up to cup James' cheeks and kiss him. "I want to, | just-- 
we're both really drunk." He paused, running his thumbs over James' cheekbones. "Do you--do you feel like you 


need to be wasted to do this?" 


"No," James said, sounding a little hasty. "| just--felt like | couldn't ask before." 


Jason thought for a moment. "What if we, uh, ate something first? Sober up a bit?" 
James turned away. "Sober up?" 

"Do you think you'd still want it sober?" 

James' face was nothing but serious. "I've wanted it for--for a long time, Jase." 


Jason's hands came down to rest on James chest. Damn. He never expected that either. "|--didn't realize," he 


finally managed to say. 
James snorted. "I know. My bad." 


Jason looked up at him, studying the slight worry crease between James’ eyebrows and the almost desperate 
look clouding his eyes. "I love your face. Always have." 


James wrapped the towel tighter around himself and shivered. "Fuckin’ weirdo." 


After sharing an entire pizza, Jason was feeling full and recovered from the weed and most of the booze, 
though he felt like his entire body was vibrating with anticipation and anxiety, like he was a virgin all over 
again His head still felt light enough to enjoy despite that and thankfully he didn't feel loopy or clumsy 
anymore; being nestled against James’ chest certainly helped him feel more grounded. He wasn't really paying 
attention to the movie. He was too busy watching James trace little lines down his arm and too consumed with 


the warmth of James' other hand on his thigh, and the gentle rising and falling of his chest. 


James making the first move was rare. Jason knew that, if they still wanted to go all the way, he would have 
to be the one to initiate. He was okay with that but was still mulling over the delicate nature that was James, 
even if the frontman didn't want to see it that way. Okay, so James didn't need to be shitfaced to want to 

fuck--good. But Jason still wondered if James would be able to even enjoy it if he wasn't. If James was fucking 
him, it was one thing, but Jason fucking James was almost incomprehensible. The only real solace was knowing 


that James had put a lot more thought into it than he had, apparently. 

"This is kind of boring," Jason declared. He was going to shove his way through his own anxiety if it was the 
last thing he ever did. There might not ever be another chance to do this and he was going to take it. He 
shifted against the body beneath James and turned to lean against his leg, nosing his way through blonde hair 
to kiss his neck. "If you still want to--" 

James let out a soft moan. "Um--yeah, | do--" 


"Are you nervous?" Jason asked, lips against James’ throat. He felt him swallow before he answered. 


"Yeah." 


"Me too." Jason fully straddled James' thigh and kept anointing his neck with little kisses. He loved the purrs 
that came from James' chest while he did, and loved the feeling of James’ hands running all over his back and 
through his hair. If they were going to do this, Jason wanted them to both be sober enough to remember 
every second of it. When James slid one hand up underneath his shirt, Jason kissed the curve of his shoulder 
and said, "Bedroom." 


James looked deliriously cute in the Misfits tee Jason had spared him--the hem rode high on his abdomen, 
just enough to see a strip of tan skin above the waistband of the shorts Jason had loaned him. He looked so 
adorable that Jason was almost disappointed to see him strip out of his borrowed outfit, but the sight of 
James naked was undeniably rewarding--and undeniably, almost incomprehensibly arousing. Jason could already 
feel a rush of blood to his dick; it twitched a little as James bent over to shed his shorts. He laid back on the 
bed, back half-propped up against the wall, and started to stroke himself loosely, the tendons in his forearm 
flexing almost in tandem with Jason's beating heart, as he looked at his partner. 


Jason tore his own clothes away and sank to his knees on the mattress, crawling up over him. "Fuck, you're so 
hot, James," he said, truly in awe that he had James in his bed. Again. "You know that already, though. | don't 
need To tell you." 


"| like it when you say it." James pulled Jason down on top of him, wrapping long arms and long legs around him, 
and brought their mouths together. Jason knew it was right between him and James without question when 
they kissed. There was no trepidation, no mismatched feelings--it was right. The connectedness that came 
from touching him was being on a wavelength that Jason had never experienced before and, deep in the 


chasms of his heart, he was quite sure he'd never experience it with anyone else, ever. 


Destiny. Fate. The words, the abstract but very palpable concepts, were in the recesses of his mind even as 
Jason kissed James back over and over again Those were the things that had driven them together and not 
without sacrifice. Jason could sometimes feel the fear in James’ kisses even still--not fear of him, but fear of 
what was and what would never be. He wanted to kiss it away; he knew he couldn't. But he kept their lips 
locked together anyway, patiently keeping his kisses soft and sweet until James' tongue slipped against his. 


Jason clutched the back of his head, fingers twisting in soft golden hair, and started to move his hips. James 
moaned with his tongue in Jason's mouth as their cocks started to grind against each other's, both as hard as 
could be and getting wet and sticky with precum. Jason wasn't sure who was more turned on--it seemed like a 
draw. He could feel not just the burning desire for James but the need for him too. He needed James in his 
life; James needed Jason in his life. He felt it in how tightly James held onto him, how his fingers were bound in 
his hair, clutching the two of them together, how when James kissed him, it felt like he was trying to morph 
the two of them together in totality. 


"Jase," James purred against Jason's jaw. "l--" 


Jason pulled back and saw James clam up, his jaw shut tight. "You don't have to say it. Just tell me what you 


like or don't want. Okay?" James nodded; Jason nodded back. He was freaked out too, but one of them had to be 


composed and that role fell onto him--not surprisingly so. He laid one hand on James' chest while he grabbed 
the lube, his hand shaking as he wrapped his fingers around it, the smooth, cool plastic feeling so strange 
against his skin in comparison to how warm and real and alive James felt. 


He popped the cap and got his first two fingers slippery, heart hammering away. James was watching him all 
the while, his face relaxed, lips parted, but there was still a wash of fear in his eyes, his pupils huge and shiny. 
Jason pulled him down more, back flat on the bed, and hooked his right leg around his hips; he leaned over him, 
pressing their foreheads together, and moved his slick fingers between James’ legs. The first part, James was 
familiar with--gentle rubbing, smooth circles of Jason's fingertips while the pad of his thumb brushed over 

his perineum. His body felt relatively relaxed, with his leg loose and muscles soft against Jason's hip and his 


slender arms kept hung loosely over Jason's shoulders. 
"How's that?" Jason asked, rubbing a little more intentionally, one fingertip dipping in almost enough to breach. 


"Good." James spread his legs wider. Okay then. Jason gave a few more seconds, feeling James' body relax even 
more, then started to slide one finger in, James stiffened at first, eyes growing wide, and he let out a litle, 
"Oh" Jason almost stopped halfway in, but James grabbed the back of Jason's head and maneuvered him to 


press his face against his neck, sinking his teeth into his skin enough to suffocate his own moan. 


So Jason continued, sliding his finger inside until he couldn't go any further. It felt strange. So tight and warm, 
so foreign but underiably exciting, made apparent by another twitch of his own dick. James moaned again, 
muffled, and arched his back a little, reaching one hand down to wrap around Jason's cock, though he seemed 
so delirious that he couldn't even stroke it, really. But James’ fumbling and fondling felt good regardless--just 
the contact, the light brush of his palm over Jason's slit, wiping away precum, his thumb running down the 
ridge. 


Jason wondered if James had ever done this before, by himself. He had semi-basic knowledge, at least just 
knowing there was something in there he could search for and make James hopefully loosen up--physically and 
mentally--even more after he found it. He withdrew his finger just enough to slide the second in with even 
less hesitation. James bit his neck hard, whimpering, and bucked his hips up; Jason curled his fingers and James 
bucked again, dragging his teeth along Jason's throat. 


"Jesus, Het," Jason breathed. He'd let James gnaw on his neck as long as he wanted, as long as he kept doing 
what he was doing. Never in a million years would he ever thought James would be such a submissive 
bedroom partner. Maybe, Jason thought, that wasn't the norm at all. No, it couldn't be. James was like this 
with him. No one else. 


James gave a sloppy stroke to Jason's dick; Jason pressed James’ right leg back down to the bed and straddled 
it, grinding down as he drove his fingers deeper inside him, trying to get the same reaction again. James 
reached around and grabbed Jason's hip and that encouragement sent Jason's mind spinning. He could barely 
stay cognizant enough to keep his ministrations on James careful and intentional enough, forcing himself to 


zone back in on his little moans and the sharp, biting but enchanting pain of his teeth grating into his skin 


"Come on," James gritted out, digging his fingers into Jason's hip. 


"What?" Jason asked, still somehow surprised that James could want to go further even if it was in black and 


white, in the flesh right in front of--and below--him. "You want more?" 


"If you're gonna put your dick in me, yeah, | need more," James said. He sucked a vicious hickey into his neck, 


making Jason yelp and hiss. "Do it." 


Jason didn't even want to retreat his hand, fearing that James would scuttle away or change his mind--that 
wasn't inconceivable--so he awkwardly stretched over and grabbed the lube again to squeeze another glob 
onto his remaining two fingers. James latched his teeth to Jason's chest and bit down hard enough to bruise 
and create pinpricks of blood while Jason gave a third finger then, after a few pumps and a few more growls 
from James, the fourth. James chomped on his pec; Jason groaned, biting down on his own lip, then James 
grabbed for his dick again and the feeling of being stroked began to ebb the pain of being bitten so hard. He 
felt that if James wasn't so generous with his teeth, Jason might chalk all of it up to being a dream. 

James looked like a dream. Laid back on Jason's sheets, his long blonde hair shimmering like gold in the low, 
yellow light from the single tableside lamp they'd had kept on. He wouldn't have wanted to do it in the dark. He 
needed to see the shifting shades of blue James’ eyes played out as Jason fingered him deeper, harder, and 
see the ever-blooming flush of deep pink over his chest and cheeks. 


Recognizing that no one else had ever had James this way was earth-shattering. James might need plenty 
more time to give himself over emotionally but he was willing to give himself up entirely physically after 
sharing their first kiss not so long ago. Jason wanted to honor him and honor the sacrifice and gift but he 
wasn't sure how to. He didn't feel like his dingy apartment and his scratchy sheets did any of this justice. 


Regardless, James’ plump, flushed lips were calling to him and as many kisses as Jason could offer seemed like 
a good enough way to honor James at least for now. He pressed his chest down against James and started 
with a kiss that was much more chaste in comparison to having nearly his whole hand inside his body, James 
fought to keep his own hand around Jason's cock and brought the other to tangle in his hair, immediately 
opening his mouth to lap and twist their tongues together. 


Though strange at first, Jason wasn't looking forward to slipping out of James, not even with just his fingers. 
Being let in that way was a wordless, overwhelming experience and there really was no going back. If James 
wanted to stop, Jason would, but there was no taking back what had happened. Kisses could be forgotten or 


dismissed; this, however, would be imprinted in both of their minds forever. 
"Ready?" Jason asked, tentatively slipping his fingers out. 


"Yeah, fuck, I'm ready," James answered, sounding like both a feral command and a plea. He shifted out from 
under Jason and rolled over, getting on his hands and knees. Jason was glued to his spot on the mattress, 
stunned and entranced as James's back arched when he lifted his head and tossed his hair back, teeth already 


bared in anticipation. 


"You want it--that way?" Jason questioned, stupidly pointing at James’ animalistic form, as if he could even 


see. 


"| think itll hurt less." When Jason remained motionless, James huffed and backed himself up a few inches. 


"Come on, Jase." 


"| don't want it to hurt at all," Jason said, placing one hand on James’ hip, rubbing soft circles over his skin 


with his thumb. 


"You might wanna hurry up before | change my mind," James threatened, and Jason could see his shoulders 


quiver a little. 


He molded himself over James, sliding his cock between his ass cheeks and up his tailbone, and tried to get his 


lips as close as he could to James’, landing on his cheek. "Fine. You sure?" 


James turned enough to actually kiss Jason before sinking lower, planting himself down on his forearms. "I want 


it. | want you." 


"Fuck, okay," Jason said, already sounding a little out of breath. James’ sudden ability to be so transparent 
spurred him onward. He leaned back, freeing James of the canopy of his body, and grabbed one hip, then the 
other hand went to spread James‘ cheeks as best he could, fingers dipping back inside just enough to warm 
him up with lube and more gentle, encouraging circles. Jason let go of James’ hip, the heat of his skin leaving a 
lasting impression on his palm, and grabbed the lube once more, squeezing a more-than-generous amount onto 


his cock, fisting himself to slick it all up. 


Essentially prying James open with one hand struck Jason as sort of gross. He didn't want to defile him in any 
way, but Jesus, he was so tight. Tighter than anything and anyone else Jason had had the privilege of fucking; 
certainly tighter and better than his own fist when he would lie awake at night, hidden by darkness, and jerk 
himself off to fantasies that held the weight of a certain nameless feeling and a certain image that he 

didn't want to name. Even when James was painted plainly in his mind, Jason always forced him away before he 


came and yet here he was, with the same man beneath him, the same man asking for him. 


"Okay," Jason said again, bracing himself at James’ hole, gripping his hip again while he steadied his dick with 
the other. He started to slide in; James inhaled, his shoulder blades rising up through his skin, and Jason kept 
going, too bewildered to make a sound. James let out a choked sigh and his head fell forward between his arms, 


dipping his spine into a downward curve. 


They did it. James took Jason to the very end, his cheeks pressed up against Jason's groin until rough, coarse 
pubic hair was brushing against warm, smooth skin. Jason's breath hitched, feeling his balls pressed up against 
James' own, and he had to stay still and breathe through his own shock for a moment. He didn't think he could 
last very long, not with how tight and hot James was around him, and not even with how insanely hot it was 


to have James hunkered down against the sheets, giving himself up so freely. 


Jason gained enough sense to move after James let out an impatient grunt and thrust his hips backwards. He 
realized he was holding onto his hip so tightly it might have been painful but James didn't seem to mind, so 
Jason reached his other, still slick hand around to grasp his half-hard cock. James moaned while Jason stroked 
him and started to thrust into him, shallow and maybe even a little too careful. If it was painful, James wasn't 
letting on, the sounds Jason was eliciting from him had become a steady stream of low moans and grunts. 
Jason's own lips parted and he let himself breathe out and release his own symphony, uncomfortably aware of 
how he sounded until he felt James' body literally relax around him and he had more leeway to fuck into him. 
It was too difficult then not to thrust harder and faster, James' moans sounding more punched out than free- 


falling, their balls smacking together while James’ cock weeped into his hand. 


"Fuck, James," Jason groaned. He slid his other hand from around James' hip to his ass cheek, squeezing and 
kneading it. His mind hadn't quite yet caught up with his body. Physically, he was there, present, then fucking 
into James like it really was the last thing he was ever going to do but, mentally, everything seemed like a blur 
of fantasy and delusion. He listened to James’ moans and curses, zoned in on his long, tan backside, and tried to 
tell himself between thrusts that this wasn't all just some dream. 


Something about James' moans changed after a minute. At first Jason thought he sounded more desperate for 
it and he felt a wash of pride, but then he saw James’ shoulders shake before his entire upper body vibrated, 
and the sounds of pleasure seemed to become more like sounds of pain. Jason slowed down, stilled his hand 
around James’ cock and smoothed the other up his side, brain scrambling to calculate what the hell had just 
happened. 


"Shit, I'm sorry, does it hurt?" he asked, willing himself to come to a complete stop. Horror struck him and he 
felt himself go cold when he realized James wasn't just trying to coax himself through whatever physical 
discomfort there might be--he was crying 


James thrust himself back against Jason even as he let out a sob. "Just keep fucking going." 


Jason tried to be careful as he pulled out, but he was in full-blown panic mode, red lights flashing behind his 
eyes as he scrambled to do something, do anything, that would diffuse whatever was happening. "James, 
you're crying" he stressed, hurrying to plant himself next to James, who seemed to have no intention or 


maybe no strength to roll over and look at him. "What did | do? I'm so sorry, I--" 


James curled onto his side and threw his arm over his face. "You didn't do anything." Another sob broke 
through and he smothered his face even harder into his arm. "It felt--it felt good." 


It was not how Jason expected their first time to go. He would have bet money James would freak out and 
beat the shit out of him before crying. He settled on petting James’ hair and letting him cry, not saying 
anything else. He didn't know what else he could say. James would let it out. Jason didn't intend to pick up 
where they left off and it was the most disturbing case of blue balls he'd ever had, and hopefully the last. 


James' weeping eventually became sniffling. He brought his arm down, his skin wet with tears, and his eyes 


were puffy and red, still wet. "I really wanted to," he said. "That's not the fucking problem. | don't--l just don't 


know." 


Jason grabbed the sheets and pulled them over the both of them as as he laid down. James’ face was painted 
with shame; Jason's heart felt fractured. "It's okay, James," he said, keeping a few inches between them. He 
didn't know if James wanted to be touched any further but he certainly wasn't going to leave him alone 
entirely. "It doesn't usually feel like a big deal to us, but maybe it is." James just blinked at him, his bottom lip 
quivering threateningly. "Maybe | would've done the same thing if it'd been me." 


"But | wanted to," James whined. He rolled over onto his stomach and buried his face in a pillow. 

Jason stroked his hair once more, trailing his fingers down James’ shoulders. "I wanted to, too. We can try 
again sometime. But we don't have to. Whatever you want." Jason wondered if James being drunk like he was 
earlier for this would have made it better, but that optimism was quickly overrun by the idea that James 
really would freak out if he were plastered, or maybe have a complete breakdown, not just a crying spell. 
Anyway, Jason wanted them to remember every second of the experience--just not like this. 

James suddenly tore himself up and out of bed. "| need a drink" 

Jason shot up. "Het, please, just don't--" 

"Stop it, Jase," James snapped, bending down to grab his boxers. 


Jason's heart broke some more. "Are you coming back?" 


James paused and Jason thought for sure this was it, this was the end, and James would leave him, but he 


said, "Yeah." 


Jason didn't fully believe that though, so he got up, pulled his own boxers on and moved to James side. "l'm 
going with you anyway." 


-X- 


Jason felt very alone. James' interest in physical touch dwindled--kisses had become a rarity and he wouldn't 
cuddle with Jason when they were together, just the two of them. He wouldn't talk about what happened and 
Jason wouldn't ask, and he couldn't talk to anyone about it. He wanted to tell Kirk, just to get it off his chest, 
maybe get some idea of what the hell was going on in James’ head, but he absolutely could not. The loneliness 
and isolation was icing him over and he wasn't sure what to do but let James continue to work it out on his 


own, though Jason had very little hope that that would be at all effective. 


It seemed endless. Jason was fed up. He needed to do something and the only thing he could think of, what had 
worked for girlfriends when he'd upset them in the past, was going on a real, planned out and special date, as 
special as he could make it with a dude, as special as he could make it with someone who was so isolated and 
internalized as James. He had no idea what that looked like for James--Jason couldn't imagine he had even ever 
taken a girl out, not really, but Jason was determined to do what he could to get James’ mind off what 


happened, since his mind being on it was just torturing both of them. 


Dinner. A real dinner, not just takeout on Jason's couch or drive thru garbage in the van Even if it was the 
grimy diner around the corner, it would be a real, sit-down meal. Maybe walk to a bar after, although Jason 
was hesitant to give James any more opportunity for booze--he'd been hitting the bottle so hard, probably 
too hard since they'd been in bed together, so hard that he was already wasted when their rehearsals began 
and Lars had become the new sole driver of the van. Jason frowned and furrowed his brow as he thought it 
all over to himself. What could come after dinner that didn't involve booze? Maybe a walk along the pier with 
some bud? Maybe just a long drive and some tunes? 


He couldn't think about it too long. Jason was fueled by action, not always thinking and planning, and he didn't 


feel he had any extra time to spare. So the next time James came over, instead of succumbing to slumming it 


on the couch for the evening, Jason immediately grabbed his keys and turned James right back around and out 


the door. 
"Where we going?" James asked, apparently sober, or at least somewhat. 


"Out," Jason replied, daring to slip his hand in James’. James didn't pull away--that was a good sign, at least. 


"Don't you ever need a change of routine?" 

"Out like, to drink?" 

Jason huffed out a laugh. “Out like to dinner, Het. That okay with you?" 
"Sure," James grumbled. 


Jason squeezed his hand before letting it go as he unlocked his car. "Okay. Good." 


The diner, all stained, aged white tile and even more aged patrons was fairly destitute for a Friday evening, 
which eased Jason's mind a little more. While a crowded place might drown out some of his thoughts, he 
figured less distraction would aid both of them. They were led to an empty booth, the sticky green vinyl 
clinging to Jason's legs as he slid in while James seemed to glide in effortlessly, instantly leaning back in the 
corner and plucking the menu in front of his face. Jason felt a little triumphant even just getting him out of 
the house for a bit--hopefully it would last. 

And being sober seemed to have made James realize how hungry he was, because he had no qualms about 


ordering a good third of the menu. Jason smiled at that, stifling a laugh when he dove into a huge plate of 
french fries and nearly inhaled half of them. 


"You hungry?" Jason quipped, going in for a bite of his own burger. 

James dredged another fry through ketchup. "I'm still growing, y'know." 

Jason laughed. "Yeah?" 

"Yeah." 

"IFs like you haven't eaten in days, dude." 

"Feels like it" 

Jason paused, trying to choose his words carefully, eventually landing on, "How are you?" James stared at him, 
chewing, and Jason scrambled: "| mean, | know we've been hanging out, same old, same old, but like, man. | just 
don't know where your head's at. | feel like | need to know.’ 

"Know what?" 

"If you're okay. And if you're not, | need to know what | can do to make you okay." 

James took a breather, going for a sip of soda. "I'm fine." 

‘| miss you." The words came out before Jason could stop them. "It's like you're here, but you're not here. | 
miss your laugh, | miss touching you, | even miss you making fun of me. Hell, Het, I'd take a punch in the face 
right now over nothing." 

‘lm not gonna punch you, Jase," James said, looking impatient. "You didn't even fuckin’ do anything.” 


"So what can | do to help?" 


"| don't know." James leaned back in the booth, eyes scanning over the feast before him. "Buying me dinner is 


probably a good start" 


Jason rolled his eyes. "Yeah, that was part of the plan. Anything else?" 

"We're drinking after this, right?" 

ee 

‘It'll just be us," James interjected. "You can cut me off if you want. But I'm drinking tonight, Jase." 


Jason sighed. If that was what it took, fine. "Two beers," he offered. He sounded like a stern parent, not a 


boyfriend. 
"Yeah, we'll see," James retorted. 


‘Im serious, James. I've got two joints just for tonight," Jason offered. He'd rather deal with a foggy-brained 
stoned James than an electrified, outrageous drunk. "We could go for a drive and smoke. You were the one 


talking about getting out of here before." 
"If you're driving, why can't | drink?" 


Jason huffed. What a smart-ass. But he'd very well learned from his time with James that in no way could he 


ever control anyone else's actions, James the least of all. 


There was no convincing him to take it easy when they got to the bar, Jason dragging his feet behind James 
as two shots and two beers were ordered. James didn't even wait for Jason to down his shot first, he just 
went for it and, in the blink of an eye, the liquor was gone and Jason was still dealing with the burn of whiskey 
against his own throat. He sipped his beer; James chugged his own. 


Jason never liked going out drinking with James before; this night didn't change his mind whatsoever. Once he 
got inside a bar, it was like his entire self shifted to evoke the most masculine, hard and aggressive energy he 
could muster. Jason didn't think it was even intentional. James just entered those spaces ready to go, ready to 
fight, whether it be fighting it out onstage, behind his guitar and mic, or literally fighting. Sometimes fighting 
with Lars, sometimes fighting with some unassuming patron, but usually fighting with Jason. Which was stupid, 
Jason concluded, because he was probably one of the easiest people to pick a fight with. James would always 


win because Jason would always let him win 


Sometimes James was just wildly unpredictable when he drank so Jason decided to hang back and let it run its 
course. Whatever /t was. He'd gone over all different theories as to why James had cried during sex and, 
honestly, all of the possibilities seemed pretty reasonable. He wasn't exactly surprised that James was too 
emotionally stunted to process and deal with it all on his own, but he wasnt on his own--he had Jason. But he 
wouldn't let Jason in. Instead, he let alcohol in And more alcohol. And more. Until Jason had turned to playing 
darts by himself, trying to ignore feeling so dejected and lonely even in a crowd. He turned his focus to the 


target, to trying to get every single bullseye he could, while he tuned out the unmistakable sound of James' 


voice in the clamor of things, always the one voice Jason could hear anywhere he went. 


All he had to do was drink, throw darts, hit the bullseye and repeat. He'd let James do his thing for a little 
while longer and then he'd go wrangle him and try to continue their “date night," if it wasn't already totally 


lost. Jason figured it was a fair compromise. 


James' voice disappeared entirely after Jason hit his third bullseye. He perked up, ears tuned to the sudden 
lack of familiarity, and turned to scan the bar. No James. And it wasn't as if James was right beside him, so 
its not like he made an effort to find Jason Maybe he was taking it too personally, but that hurt him, and 


then he was concerned that James drunkenly stumbled out or was getting up to God only knew what. 


It actually didnt take long to find him. James was in a back corner behind the pool table, but instead of holding 
a pool cue, he was holding a girl by her waist, his thigh pressed against her hip. Jason stopped in his tracks, 
brain fuzzing out at the sight of James’ hand inching lower and lower, wrapping around the small of her back, 
while Jason felt frozen in time. The memory of James's hands on him for the first time, while his back was 
pressed up against the van, fizzled in his mind. He couldn't even call it out. He wanted to turn around and walk 
out, just go back home and light up and forget about the whole stupid night. It had been a stupid thing to try 
and treat whatever he and James were doing like a real relationship. James had treated him like shit for 
months--Jason felt like an idiot for thinking James would change that on the drop of a dime. 


One of the guys playing pool bumped into him, knocking Jason out of his paralysis. He muttered an unnecessary 
apology and, when he looked back at James, he was met with the inebirated, icy blue stare of someone who 
couldn't give less of a fuck. Like James didn't want to diffuse the situation at all. Like Jason's feelings were 
insignificant. So Jason turned around, left his empty glass on the bartop, and briskly made his way outside 
before he did or said something that made everything worse. 


Stupid. So stupid for thinking James would ever be different, for thinking they could ever be different. Stupid 
for letting his feelings get the better of him. He should have left James in the dust that day he showed up 


when Jason was shooting hoops. He should have thrown that ball right at his head and gone home. 

"Jason!" 

Hell no. Jason kept walking, ignoring James' repeated, drunken shouting of his name. He was tired of the 
whiplash, tired of being drained over and over again. Either James wanted to fight or he didn't. He couldn't have 
it both ways. 

But James had the advantage of height and long legs, even while plastered. A strong hand grabbed Jason's arm 
and tugged him backwards, James yanking him into his own chest. "Jase, fucking--just fucking stop," he huffed 


out, locking his arms around him. 


Jason wiggled and thrashed, successfully hauling James off him. "Fucking asshole." 


"What the fuck did | do?" James asked, reaching out for him again. 
Jason dodged him. "What the fuck do you think? You wouldnt be out here chasing me if you didn't know" 
James scowled, then frowned, "m drunk, man--" 

"Yeah, are you ever not drunk?" 


James suddenly shoved Jason backwards, big, hard hands pressed right against his chest, and nearly sent him 
straight down on his ass. "Its your fuckin’ fault” 


Jason staggered backwards, arms blindly flailing out to catch his balance, not entirely sober himself. "I didn't 


even wanna go to a bar, James. Fuck" 
James shook his head. "No, not that. This. This whole fucking thing is your fault" 


Jason wasn't even sure what entirely he was talking about in his own fiery, buzzed bubble but he wasn't in 


the mood to dissect it. "No, it's not." 


James stepped closer until they were a couple inches apart and his hand was going to the back of Jason's neck, 
fingers twisting in his hair and holding him in place. "You got me all fucked up, Jason. That's your fault" Jason 
couldn't even argue before James pulled him up and smacked their mouths together, too drunk to make it a 


proper kiss. 


That was all it took. Jason knew even then it made him weak to have James be able to redeem himself--at 
least somewhat--by a sloppy, drunk barely acceptable kiss on the sidewalk, but he couldn't help it. He pawed at 
James desperately, pressing their bodies together, trying to lead the kisses so James would stop smacking on 
his chin and actually kiss him properly. James groped right back with the hand that wasn't locked around the 
back of Jason's neck, sliding down his side to palm at his dick which was, much to Jason's dismay, already 
getting hard. 


"Het," Jason managed to get out, but James only palmed him some more and started to grind against his leg. 
"Het, stop--we--we can't do this here." James growled and started to fumble with Jason's fly, Jason grabbed 
his hands. "You're gonna get both our asses beat if you don't stop." 


James staggered. He really was wasted. "Don't walk away from me, Jason" 


Jason let James lean his weight on him, helping to keep him upright. "Don't fuck around with other people, 


James." 


James turned his head to spit on the pavement. "I didn't." 


"Looked like you were gonna" Jason started to walk again, James right next to him, half on top of him. "Id 


never do that to you, mon. And you haven't treated me even a fraction as good as I've treated you." 


"I know." James straightened up and started to walk more smoothly while still keeping one arm perched on 
Jason's shoulder. "I fucking know it, Jase." 


"So stop doing it, asshole." Jason was still pissed, perhaps more pissed with himself for being such a pushover. 


Whatever. He just wanted to go home, even if he was dragging a drunken James home with him. 


Finally back home, Jason freed himself from James’ grasp and sank to the couch, immediately retrieving the tin 
of joints he'd prepared for the night from his pocket. James was standing in the middle of the room looking 
lost, biting his lip. 


"You don't have to leave," Jason remarked, flicking his lighter. "But | don't feel like being very nice to you right 


now. 


James nodded and turned around. Jason watched to see if he'd actually leave, but he went into the kitchen. 
Jason heard glasses clinking around and the tap run, then James emerged with two glasses of water, setting 
them down on the coffee table before he settled on the other side of the couch. It was just water, but it was 
a start, Jason supposed. He'd never get a real apology--he knew that. He let the joint burn between his fingers 
while he reached for the glass and chugged half of it, suddenly parched, wanting to wash away the taste of 


beer, shame and anger. 


In the silence, the image of James’ hands on someone else grew more vivid in Jason's mind. He was taken back 
even before James felt him up, to that night James was feeling up another girl beneath the table, his eyes 
locked with Jason's as he did it. Jason remembered how strange it made him feel then and how it stuck in his 
mind, how it had taken what felt like ages to realize he wished it had been him being touched instead. But when 
James touched him for the first time, it was out of pain, confusion and grief. And it didn't feel much different 
now. Jealousy, anger, sadness--would he really have to deal with it forever? Would James ever just give up 
and give into him? 


Realizing he was hogging the joint, Jason wordlessly passed it to James. James still looked lost, concerned even, 
in the thick haze of uncharacteristic silence. 


| wanted to take you out," Jason said, struggling to explain all of it, any of it. "Like a date, like what other, 
normal people do. | wanted you to have one night off from fucking drinking. That's it, James. That was all | 
wanted." 

"Why?" James asked, coughing. 


"You're drinking to avoid your feelings, man. And you need to stop doing that." 


"How can | be avoiding my feelings? l'm here with you." 


Jason huffed. The weed had curbed some of his anger, but not his mental exhaustion. "What do you think 
about when you're drinking?" he asked, not waiting for an answer before continuing: "You think about drinking 
more. You think about sex. You think about fighting. Its avoiding the situation Its avoiding Metallica, avoiding 
Cliff, avoiding me, avoiding yourself. You can't keep doing it forever, Het.” 


James coughed again and passed the joint back. "So you know it all” 


Jason snatched it out of James' hand and took a rough drag before stamping out the roach, back to being 
irritated. "Maybe | don't--don't fuckin’ know it all, but | know some things." 


"You know | like you," James said, daring to inch closer until their knees were touching. "You know !--that | 


don't hate you." 
Jason snorted. "Thanks for the reminder" 


It seemed to take no effort for James to grab Jason's legs, swing them over onto the cushions, and press him 


back against the couch. "I'm serious," he said, locking his hands around Jason's wrists, pinning them. 
Jason managed to remain unfazed. He blinked up at James, the face of the wild, carnivorous creature less 
threatening while Jason was still both stoned and so over it all that he felt almost completely mentally drained. 


"Serious that you don't hate me? That's it?" 


James bared his teeth, shoved his knee between Jason's legs, and trapped Jason in a tidal wave of fire and ice. 


-\(- 


Thrown against his sheets, the positions were much the same, with James draped over Jason, once again 
keeping his wrists pinned over his head. It would be stupid for Jason to try and deny how good it felt for 
James to be kissing and biting his neck, how much better he felt with James trying to make it all up to him 
the only way he really knew how. Maybe Jason was too easy; maybe James was too good and too terrible to 


resist. 


He was still strong while drunk, but distracted enough for Jason to tear one wrist away. Jason grabbed a 
handful of blonde hair and yanked James away from his neck, bringing him in to kiss; James didn't resist, he 
only flattened himself further down, until Jason felt like he was being totally compressed and overtaken, and 
overwhelmed him with deep, wet kisses. James was moaning against his mouth and writhing against his hips, 
pressing their groins together, denim chafing against denim until it started to burn There was a ferocity, an 
anger, behind all the grinding and all the kisses that Jason didn't want to think about, didn't want to talk about. 
Normally, he would feel the drive to shake the words out of James--he'd rather get screamed at than be 
shut out. But James knew touch, whether it be out of hate or love, and kept his words to himself so often. 
Too often. 


Maybe nothing needed to be said. Maybe this was all Jason really needed. In the moment, as James pulled 
Jason's shirt off, then his own, and mouthed his way down his abdomen and fished his hard cock out before 
clumsily tearing off Jason's jeans, it felt like it could be enough. 


Jason gasped when James swallowed him, growling as he did it. James had learned and honed his skills and it 
felt too good, his mouth so warm, tongue so wet as he slid it all around Jason's cock, dipping into his slit while 
he jerked him off. Jason saw a web of saliva clinging from James' bottom lip to the head of his dick as the 
mess of blonde hair ducked down and that soft, warm tongue licked over and lapped at his balls. James was 
good with his mouth, just not the best with using it for words--that had become exceptionally clear and it had 
also become clear to Jason that he was so whipped, even just a sloppy blowjob might really be enough to 
warrant all forgiveness. James licked back up Jason's shaft and sank down once more, constricting his throat, 
gagging, and not a care in the world about it. Meanwhile, Jason was gasping for breath even with his own 
mouth unobstructed, running his fingers through James’ hair as he tossed his head back against the pillows, 
too much heat already rising in his belly. 


"James--James, l'm gonna--" Jason warned, hips writhing against the bed, his fingers desperately tangling in 
James’ hair. 


James pulled away. "No, you ain't." He gripped the base of Jason's cock hard, almost painfully, and squeezed 


before he managed to strip himself naked. "You're gonna fuck me. And I'm not gonna fuckin’ cry this time.” 


Jesus. Jason's eyes were suddenly wide open, left helplessly to do nothing but stare as James grabbed that 
familiar bottle of lube and slathered Jason's cock with it. He reached behind himself with wet fingers, but 


Jason grabbed his wrist and hauled him up so James could straddle him. He lubed up his own fingers and let 


instinct and need drive him, not even giving James a moment before tucking his hand between his legs and 
sliding two fingers inside him. James threw his head back and smacked his hands against Jason's chest, gritting 
his teeth, drawing out an aching, animalistic moan that reverberated through Jason's skull. If James wanted 


Jason to fuck the feeling out of him, he didn't have any qualms about that, not now. 


James sank down on Jason's fingers and pistoned his hips back and forth; Jason grabbed his cock and let him 
fuck his fist, enthralled by the sight and weight of James so eager to be on top of him, like all of his prior 
inhibitions and mental roadblocks had melted away just when he thought Jason was going to cast him away. 
Jason wouldn't ever do that, he knew that, and he would never allow James to think that. It was a weakness, 
knowing that no matter what James did, Jason would stick around, but he could accept that weakness. He had 


to, even just for his own sake. 


Just as Jason was pulling his fingers out to add another, James shifted backwards, sliding his ass down against 
Jason's dick before propping it upright, lining it up and settling himself down. 


"Oh my fucking God" Jason groaned, scrambling to grab his hips, white stars bursting behind his eyelids. 


"fuck" James gritted out through clenched teeth. His thighs settled on top of Jason's hips and he stayed there, 
motionless, chest heaving and abdomen trembling slightly. Jason slid one hand away from his hip to James’ 
belly, trying to soothe the twitches and trembling; James inhaled and exhaled deep, ragged breaths with his 
eyes closed, gradually digging his fingers into Jason's pecs so hard he would leave bruises. Jason could leave 
that slight pain alone to swap for the absolutely insane, all-encompassing and almost agonizing pleasure of 
James squeezed tight around him, all heat and slick Undoubtedly, James was in far more pain than he was, and 


far more than he'd ever let on. 


Instinctively, fear rippled through Jason's core when James opened his eyes. They were blazing so fiercely that 
one might not even notice they were blue. His pupils were huge--two glossy, black pools that nearly entirely 
drowned out the icy oceans surrounding them, so huge that Jason caught a glimpse of his own reflection in 
them until James blinked and the rivers of ice in his eyes were melted away by a storm of roaring, white-hot 
flames. Jason's fear grew into a thick wave as James sank his blunt nails into his chest and kept their eyes 
locked--he wasn't sure what was going to happen. It certainly didn't seem like James was going to cry; it 


almost looked like he was going to wail Jason in the face. 


But the fear subsided once James flattened his hands over Jason's pecs and pressed down, using him as 
leverage to raise his hips and thighs and start to actually ride him. Jason groaned and held onto his hips once 
more, motionlessly encouraging James to keep going as he watched the muscles in his thighs tense and relax, 
his abdomen tightening with each drop down, his cock leaking onto Jason's stomach. He wrapped his slightly 
trembling hand around James dick, slicking the shaft with precum, and James moaned and closed his eyes. 


Last time was an emotional trainwreck of a trial run. This, James riding Jason with such force and 
determination that it was as if the entire earth was shaking beneath them, was the real first time, Jason 
concluded. For the first time, Jason felt like he had a real hold on him. Even if it all went to shit, even if James 


never spoke to him again, he would never be able to forget this night. He'd never be able to forget Jason. 


A low, deep snarl rumbled in James’ chest. Jason stroked him faster, twisting his wrist, desperation rising in 
his gut, a sharp, steady ache to keep James as hard as possible and to make James finish and finish hard He 
skimmed his thumb over the head as he leaked furiously, and James' lips parted to let out a loud moan of 
Jason's name. His thighs shook, his hips sputtered, and his body jerked forward, his hair creating a curtain 
around their faces as he messily planted his lips on Jason's and came across his abdomen and chest and 


Jason's hand, sliding his tongue into Jason's mouth and muffled both of their moans. 

"Jase--?" James groaned quietly before inhaling sharply and straightening his spine, propping himself up again. 
"James," James sighed back, one hand tightening around James’ hip, his other wet, sticky hand mindlessly 
traveling to his forearm, holding him there. James’ grinding had slowed, so Jason did the rest of the work, 
sliding his hips and bucking up as much as could manage while his orgasm uncoiled and started to thread its 
way up through his body until his fingers clamped even tighter on James. He forced himself to keep his eyes 
open until the very end when he gasped James’ name again and his entire being was shot through with a 
torrent of shooting stars, to marvel at the incomprehensibly beautiful image of him, sweaty and panting, hair 
ragged, lips swollen and parted, eyes as blazing as ever in contrast to his slack, spent body. 

James hummed and nestled back down against him, nuzzling against his neck. Jason's heart continued to 
hammer, pulse fluttering wildly, and he kept his eyes closed while he ran his hands up and down James' damp, 
warm back. To stay in this moment forever, he thought, would be a dream. 

James rolled over, disconnecting them briefly before he wrapped one arm around Jason "lm sorry." 

Was Jason hearing things correctly? "Now you say it?" he laughed, running his fingers through his own sweaty 
hair, still a little loopy from alcohol, weed and the most shocking orgasm of his life still tingling through his 
skin 

James laughed, too. "Guess you had to fuck it out of me." 


"You're still drunk," Jason groaned, giggling. "Shit, man, you're still drunk” 


"So?" James slurred, only proving Jason's point. "lim sober enough to make decisions, Newsted. | wanted this. 


And--and l'm sorry. | mean it” 
Jason brought James’ hand up to his lips and kissed his fingers. "| appreciate it, James." 


"| should've been nicer to you," James mused. "l'm such a--such a fucking dick, man | couldn't even do 


a date right." 
Jason smiled. "There's always next time." 


James looked surprised, his feral features turning innocent. "Next time?" 


"Yeah, you dick. You think I'm just gonna fuck you and leave you?" 
Crimson flushed over James' cheeks. "N--no." 


"Right." Jason punctuated the word with a kiss; James instantly melted into it, clutching the back of Jason's 
head. Jason pulled back and clasped their fingers together. "I think we should shower. Maybe get you some 


more water so you don't wake up with a raging hangover." 

Im drained," James declared dramatically, spreading himself out, arms and legs splayed. 
"Exactly," Jason chuckled. "Which is why you need water." 

"I just rode your dick. Can't you get it for me?" 

Jason crawled over him, perched on his hands and knees. "You're amazing." 

James’ blush only grew deeper. "Only to you." 


"Bullshit. You know that's bullshit." Jason sprang off him and onto two feet, feeling pretty drained himself. "I'l 


get you water if you get your ass in the shower." 


Jason did just that, returning to James with the same two refilled glasses from the coffee table. James 
chugged it while sitting on the edge of the bed, shamelessly naked, and then they were both cramping 
themselves into the shower. They were quiet as they helped to get each other clean. Jason could speculate 
there were always a thousand things James wanted to say, whether it be to him or someone else, but he was 


okay with letting him be introspective, partially because thats how Jason was feeling, too. 


He wanted to trust James, still a little drunk or otherwise, mostly because he knew he couldn't take much 
more. He'd already given James far too much--if Jason had any real self-respect, he would've kicked him to 
the curb and left him high and dry long ago but Jason was nicer than that. Too nice. Too generous. Wanted to 
give too much, help too much, love too much. It had been starting to seem like some sort of twisted joke, that 
all the love he had to give was being given to James, and he wanted to believe it was finally, after all the 
bullshit, serious and real. 


This night, he felt like walls kept breaking down even with the obstruction of piles of rubble and if walls could 
keep coming down, things would go smoothly. They had to. 


With clean damp hair and skin, they returned to bed. James sprawled out on his stomach; Jason turned onto 
his side to face him, though sleep was edging nearer and he couldn't keep his eyes open even as he spoke: "Wil 


you do me a favor, James?" 


"Hm?" 


"Don't--don't drink tomorrow, man. Please?" 
James exhaled. "Yeah. l--l probably shouldn't" 


Jason inched closer, lifting James' arm and placing it over his own shoulder. "I really missed you, man. You have 


no fucking idea" 
James’ grumbled laugh was muffled against the pillow. "I've been right here." 
"You know what | mean" 


"Mm." James rolled over and took Jason entirely in his arms, radiating heat. "But now I'm really right here, 


Jase." 


Jason breathed in James’ clean skin, listening to James’ breathing grow deep and slow. There were words-- 
scary words, but true words--right on his tongue, aching to be said. Rationality reminded Jason that he'd just 
gotten James back and to not scare him away. He really was starting to feel, ensconced in James warm, firm 
arms, like this was a turning point. There'd be other opportunities to say it, to say all of it. Hopefully he'd get 
the timing right. 


Jason dreamed of the familiar blue-eyed wolf again. The wolf wasn't chasing him, though--they were walking 
side by side but Jason felt like he was leading the two of them, not the wolf. He wasn't sure to where, but 
there was no fear about being with the wolf and no fear about the unknown of where they were going. 
Everything was green and golden and Jason could feel the slight, soft bristle of fur against his hand while they 
walked and later, when he woke up with a similar golden light in his room, cast over him and James, he found 


his fingers tangled in James’ hair. 


"Hey." 
Jason looked up from his coffee. It was almost disgusting how good James looked in the morning--well, early 
afternoon--with his hair all disheveled, that sleepy-eyed look making his face look soft, not to mention he was 


back in a spare pair of Jason's shorts. "Hm?" 


"| was thinking," James began, leaning across the kitchen table, stretching his arms out toward Jason. "That we 


should have a, like, a redo of that date." 
Jason perked up, grinning in his chair. "Really? A date?" 


"Yeah. | still feel bad about last night" 


Jason was still glad James even remembered the previous night--it was certainly embedded in his own mind 


for all of eternity. "So what would we do?" 

James blinked, then ran one hand through his hair. "I don't know. You're not a girl. What do guys do for dates?" 
"The same stuff as normal couples?" 

James laughed. "Normal couples? We aren't normal?" 

"No," Jason laughed a little, too. "We're not normal. But we can still do normal things, | guess." 


James thought for another moment. "Let me take you around the city. You said you feel like you haven't seen 


any of it. | can give you a Tour.” 

"lve seen some of it" 

"Not enough. And you're telling me you don't want a tour in the famous Hetfield Bus?" 

Jason laughed again. "I'm familiar with the Hetfield Bus. You sure you wanna drive around all day?" 

"We'll go all over. Itll be fun" 

"Wow. You're a lot less hungover than | thought you'd be." 

A sincere, soft smile drew itself over James' lips and through his eyes--a sight so rare that Jason thought 
he might have still been dreaming. "You take good care of me," he said, leaning over the table again, nose 


inches away from Jason's. Jason felt himself blush; James propelled forward to give him a quick kiss, then sat 


back, looking exceptionally proud of himself even while his cheeks flushed just the same. 
Jason chuckled, heart fluttering, shaking his head. "Dick" 
James smirked. "You love it." 


Jason's face was burning. Yes, he loved it. In all of his own naivety and maybe even idiocy, he loved it all. "Shut 


up. 
"Nah. Come on," James said, raising his eyebrows at Jason's mug. "Drink your coffee." 


Jason did take another sip, trying to hide his bewilderment and amusement behind the mug. "You're hot when 
you take charge. And, y'know, aren't a total asshole about it” 


James' smirk grew into a big, toothy, prideful smile. 


-XI|- 


James led the way through the hills and valleys of their corner of California, and by his leadership made even 
the things Jason recognized and thought of as lackluster brilliant and bright. The hills themselves were waves 
of emerald and peridot, luxe, shiny shades of green that caught in the glass of the van windows and in Jason's 
eyes, reflected in James' sunglasses. The streets the wheels rolled over seemed less like pavement and more 
like dark waves, James was the captain of their rickety ship, all sun-kissed and warm in the bucket seat next 
to Jason. Being together was like having blinders on, in a way. Jason couldn't even remember what day it was 
half the time, what shift he was working next, when their next gig was, whether he had enough money to even 
pay his rent. When they were together, and when things were good, it was just the two of them and the 


universe could be whatever they wanted it to be. 


In the midst of their journey southwest, which James seemed to be leading somewhat blindly, they stopped off 
at a gas station Jason went to grab soda and snacks, piling everything in his arms, and found James already at 
the counter with a map and a pack of cigarettes. Jason dumped his findings on the counter and James opened 


the map and pointed at the square block of the city: "Pick a place." 


Jason looked at it, eyes scanning over what was unfamiliar but also interesting, even based off name alone. 


"Um. Hmm." 

"Any place you pick, we'll go," James said, teeth snapping into a Red Vine after the cashier rang the bag up. 
Jason looked down the length of the coast and back inland. What did other people do? Suddenly he was at a loss, 
even when he had an entire day of open adventure ahead of him. The lake could be fun, or going over to the 
bay; they couldn't afford nice restaurants, certainly weren't dressed for any, maybe a museum? That's 
something normal, Jason figured, something easy and interesting, maybe. Then he saw "Z00" right against the 
coast and he grinned a little to himself. James Hetfield at the zoo. That's a date. 

"What about the zoo?" Jason asked, stealing a Red Vine for himself. 

"Newsted, you've never been to the zoo?" James asked with a laugh. 

"Not here. Have you?" 


James looked down at the map and paused for a second before answering: "No." 


Oh. Talk about lack of normalcy. Jason thanked the cashier, grabbed their goods, and gently pressed his side up 
against James’ as they went back out to the van. "So it'll be the first time for both of us." 


"You better not cry," James grumbled, and Jason had to blink silently before he laughed, shocked that James 
could make a joke about the, well, past incident. James turned the key in the ignition, then reached over and 


opened the glove compartment. "Buckle up. And you pick the tape for the road" 


"You're being really nice to me," Jason observed. He rifled through the cassettes spilling from the glove 
compartment, eyes landing squarely on the red and yellow sleeve of The Doors. "Didn't know you liked them." 


‘I'm your boyfriend, ain't | supposed to be nice to you?" 

Jason laughed again--he couldn't help the giddiness that was bubbling up inside him. He slid the cassette into 
the player. It crackled a little and then Jim was grunting with the little punches and swirls of the organ "It's 
weird hearing you say that word. ‘Boyfriend’ | don't even think I've called you that. Not to your face, anyway.” 
"Thought you wanted to be boyfriends?" 


"Well, yeah, that's what we are, right?" 


James kept one hand on the wheel as he reached forward with the other, grabbing the cigarettes from the 
dashboard. "I've never taken a girl to the zoo. So--l guess, yeah. Boyfriends." 


"What did you do with your girlfriends, James?" Jason asked, stretching across the divide to flick his lighter 


for him. 

James inhaled, exhaled. "Hung out. Fucked. Drank. But it got to be too much for ‘em. You're the first one who 
didn't tell me to fuck off eventually." He glanced over at Jason sheepishly. "Not like, the first girl. You're not a 
girl." 

"No, | don't think so." 

"And, y'know, sometimes when | drink |--I fuck around. Girls don't like that.” 

"Really?" Jason replied sarcastically. 

James chuckled hoarsely. "Shut up." 


"So I'm the only one ever dumb enough to put up with you," Jason concluded. "Its what | figured." 


James shook his head, drawing in smoke. "You're not dumb, Jase. You're too nice." He exhaled through the 


cracked window. “But really, | think its ‘cause you love me." 


Panic soared through Jason's brain, fuzzing out the road ahead of him, making him freeze in his seat. His own 


thoughts were drowned out by Jim singing, All your love, all your love, all your love. "I--" 


"I think | love you too," James said, eyes back on the road, cheeks painted vermillion in the sun. "You're the only 


person | ever said it to, like this. And I'm saying it" 


Panic dissolved to something nameless, prickling gently over Jason's skin as the sun through the glass melted 
over him like warm honey. His hand shook as he grabbed for the bag of Red Vines, needing something to touch 
that wasn't James. If he touched James, his excitement might steer them right over the bridge, and he was 
not about to die on such a beautiful day. 

"I do love you," Jason affirmed. "A lot 

"I knew it," James said, grinning through the trail of smoke. His face turned serious and he added, "Thank you." 
‘lm not the only one, though. You know Lars and Kirk love you. Cliff loved you." 

"Not like you do." 


‘I'd really fucking hope not" 


James laughed, took a drag, and threw the last bit of the cigarette out the window. "Just you, Jase. | don't 
know much, but | know that." 


Jason rolled his window down lower, letting the cool breeze from the water soothe his burning face. "When did 


you--I guess, know?" 

"Not until | knew you did, too. Is that bad?" 

"No, | don't--I don't think so. When did you know | knew?" 

"I knew when we, um--" James stopped, tightening his grip on the wheel, keeping his eyes ahead on the road, 
the water blanketed around both of them. "When--well, that first time. Y'know. And you stopped. You wanted to 
make sure | was okay.” 


"Like any decent person would--" 


"Not a guy, Jase. Not another guy," James argued. "And do you really think some chick would stick around if I'd 
started crying? No fuckin’ way." 


Jason considered that. He nodded. "You're right. | did love you then" 
James smirked. "See?" 
"So you loved me, too?" 


James thought for a moment. "If itd been anyone else, | would've left. But | didn't leave. Because it was you." 


Jason wacked James' arm with a Red Vine. "And you're taking me to the zoo. You do love me." James stuck his 


tongue out at him; Jason chuckled and bit into the candy, elation pouring over his heart. Driving over the 


bridge, he felt like he was floating. 


They started with the koalas, all curled up in the trees, fuzzy balls of grey and white; next came red pandas, a 
bunch of different lemurs, prairie dogs, which reminded Jason of Lars, some river otters, lots of different 
birds and reptiles and primates. Jason was enjoying watching James' reactions to all the creatures just as 
much as he was enjoying the animals themselves. James really did look like a little kid full of wonder as he 
gazed intently at each animal, his eyes lingering longer on some than others. It wasn't surprising that he 
became enamored with the huge, soft gold lions that were snoozing in their big grotto, their big paws curling 
and uncurling unconsciously as they slept. Nearby, a tiger was prowling around in his own makeshift home, 
amber eyes flashing to Jason and James and the kids around them as he skulked, big muscles shifting beneath 
his striped fur. 


‘Isn't it crazy that just one swipe of his paw would take us down?" Jason mused, leaning further against the 


wooden railing to get a closer look at the tiger as he moved behind a big log. 


"He must be tame enough for the people to feed him," James said. "| wonder when they do that. I'd like to see 
him eat a big steak or something." 


Jason looked down at the pamphlet he'd taken from the kiosk at the entrance. "Maybe they do a special show 
for that." 


James peered over Jason's shoulder, casting a shadow over the glossy paper. "Look," he said, pointing at a block 
of blue print. "They're feeding the polar bears in like ten minutes. Let's go." With that, James was already 
walking and Jason had to do a little jog to catch up to him, warm air gusting over his face as he tried to 
lengthen his stride to keep up. 


Groups of kids and parents and camp counselors were already choking the upper level of the polar bear exhibit 
when Jason and James got there; James frowned a little as he started to climb the steps so Jason tugged on 
his wrist and brought him back down, through glass doors and into the quieter, emptier dark and cool space 
below. Private and blue, a lot like James. 


James moved right up against the glass of the tank and crouched a bit, peering into the aquamarine water. 
"Think we'll still get to see from down here?" 


"Some leftover carnage," Jason said and joined his side, also scouting through the water. It all seemed so still 
until a big white shape floated just in view and then scooted sideways--the bear glided effortlessly beyond the 
glass, so graceful for such a big, furry beast, and Jason felt mesmerized until he felt something else. James 
had slid their hands together and laced their fingers, his whole palm warm and a little sweaty, fingers slim and 
calloused; Jason blinked at the disappearing polar bear again before looking down at his hand captured by 


James’, then looked up. James didn't even seem like he was aware that he'd grabbed Jason's hand--his eyes 


were still locked on the tank, a boyish excitement electric over his whole face. 


Jason squeezed his hand; James looked down then and started to take his hand away, but Jason held it firm. 
‘Its okay," he said, rubbing his thumb over James’ wrist. "I like this." 


"| don't want anyone to see," James said, looking past Jason. 


Jason turned his head to scan the area. Two little girls and their mom were on the other end of the tank, eyes 
glued to the water and the splash of polar bear paws above their heads. "I don't think they even notice," he 
assured James, then started to unclasp their fingers. "But don't do anything you don't wanna do." 


James locked them together again in silence and looked through the water once more; Jason smiled with James’ 
warm hand securely in his own. They stayed like that as they watched, necks craned upward when a zookeeper 
appeared from above and started to toss fish into the water and the three polar bears heaved themselves up. 
Jason was watching James as much as he was watching the feeding show, his heart fluttering in quiet delight 
as he saw James’ facial expressions move from wonder to awe to impatience, huffing a little when the 


zookeeper tossed the final few fish in. 
"You're fucking adorable," Jason blurted. 


James instantly blushed and let go of Jason's hand. He took the zoo map away from him and buried his nose in 


it. "Stop it, Jase." 
Jason laughed. "Sorry. Don't want the kids to overhear?" 
James shook his head and Jason laughed some more. 


Sweat was beading down Jason's back by the time they made it to the last half of the zoo. The cloudless sky 
gave no relief from the sun and not even the icy lemonade that James insisted on buying him did much to cool 
him down. Still, Jason was beyond content. It was the best date he'd ever been on and as much as his mind 
was jumping ahead to the future what ifs and what thens, he tried to bring himself back down to earth and 
remind himself that, no matter what, he was here, it was now and all that really mattered was James by his 


side. 


The last stop was the wolves. Jason stepped up to the wooden railing and peeked around on all sides; a 
surprisingly small wolf made his way around a boulder, the patches of grey fur mimicking the stone itself. 
Jason cocked his head, watching the wolf slink around and sniff, then another, even smaller, joined him. They 
looked so unassuming, so non-threatening--it was surprising. They almost looked like Jason could just walk right 


into the enclosure and pet them if he'd wanted to. 


"Huh," he murmured to himself, watching the way their legs moved, how their ears turned. Just like a dog. 


"What?" James asked, clasping his big hands around the railing as he leaned forward. 
‘Its just--l thought they'd be bigger," Jason admitted. 


It says that the Mexican grey wolf is the smallest wolf," James said, reading from the little plaque nearby. 
"Would it make you feel better to know they could still tear you to pieces, Jason?" 


Jason chuckled. "Good to know, | guess." 
"I think they're cool." 


"They are cool," Jason agreed. He continued to watch; the larger wolf sniffed and snapped his head up, alert, 
and his eyes flashed right to Jason, like he'd just noticed him. The wolf's eyes weren't the icy blue Jason had 
seen in his dreams--this wolf had warm, bright amber eyes that looked at Jason with almost total 
ambivalence. He turned to look at James, catching a glimpse of those real, human ice-blue eyes. "| dream about 


one wolf a lot." 
James looked interested. "Really?" 


"Yeah and--" Jason paused, thinking. He looked at the wolves again, then back to James. "I think | just figured it 
out like, for real. You're the wolf. | mean, | have normal dreams about you too, more now than before, but 


that wolf--man, | see it now." 
"im the wolf?" 


"Yeah, you--you're the wolf. Were the wolf. The wolf sometimes would chase me, wanted to get at me," Jason 
explained. How could he not have understood before? The symbolism seemed so obvious now it was almost silly. 
"But the last time | dreamed about it, we were just walking together. And | remember feeling the wolf's fur. | 
could touch it" 


James' eyes sparkled in the sun. "Was it soft?" 


Jason huffed out a laugh. Talking about his dreams suddenly felt so vulnerable on top of feeling a little stupid. 
"| don't know. | don't remember. But it was the first dream | had with the wolf when it didn't want to kill me, | 


guess." 
The blonde brows furrowed a bit. "So you dreamed about me trying to kill you?" 


Jason's eyes shot back to the wolves beyond, but they'd shuffled their way out of view except for one slightly 
bushy, silver-streaked tail. "Not you--the wolf--" He sighed, exasperated by his own mind. "I don't know if it 
was really trying to kill me but it would chase me. Its teeth--" He trailed off again, his cheeks burning, his 
stomach clenching. He felt overwhelmed by dehydration, his mouth suddenly dry and his head pounding. 


"Dude," James said and brought one hand up to Jason's rigid shoulder. "What the hell?" 


‘I'm thirsty," Jason blurted. He turned his back to the enclosure and leaned against the beam, the wood digging 


into his lower back enough to deter him from his wavy, disorganized dream thoughts for a moment. 


James chuckled and slid his arm around Jason's shoulders, pulling him up. "So lets go get some water." He 
started to walk, purposefully pulling more of Jason's weight onto himself than was needed. "Wolves always know 


where water is." 

Jason managed a laugh. "Do they?" 
"Yes. Even the big bad ones." 

"You don't look like those wolves." 


"Those wolves aren't very big. They don't look very bad either." James freed Jason from his hold as they 
circled back to the center of the zoo. "You really think the wolf was like--like me? They sound like bad dreams, 


man. 


"They were," Jason affirmed. "But this was when it seemed like you sometimes did want to kill me, Het" James 


scrunched his nose up, then frowned. Jason playfully shoved his shoulder. "That's over with, right?" 
"| don't wanna make you feel bad ever again," James said. "I just don't think | can promise that | wont" 
Jason shrugged. "That's fine. | like to focus on the good more than the bad anyway. 


"Always a glass half full kind of guy, huh?" James smiled a little in Jason's peripheral. "I like that about you." 


The van felt stuffy, choked with hot air when they returned, weeping water bottles in hand. Jason huffed as 
he settled in, leaving the passenger door open until James turned the key and set the a/c on full blast, sending 
a rush of old cigarette smoke and mildew into their noses. Jason uncapped his water bottle and chugged the 
rest of it, some dripping down his chin, James leaned into the blasting air, his hair blowing back from his pink- 


tinged face, the color of his cheeks mirroring the pink hue that glowed in the sky, the sun creeping down past 
earth little by little. 


Jason wiped the water from his chin and watched James tip his head back as he finished off his own, nose 
upturned to the blanket of the sky, and a loose thought of how lucky he was ebbed its way through Jason's 
mind. Lucky to be there underneath the sun of California, lucky to be in the van that was still lucky to even be 
in operation, lucky to be with James, the one who shattered glass and mirrors in his screaming silence, the one 
who finally opened his mouth not to snarl and snap his teeth but to talk and, maybe even more lucky for 
Jason, to kiss. 


So Jason leaned over and reached up to hold the side of James’ face and turn him to look in those blue eyes; 
James blinked and bit his lip and Jason nearly lunged in completely to kiss him, both of their lips cool and wet. 
The angle was awkward, both of them straining to stay close and touch each other, arms outstretched and 
torsos twisted; Jason was still surprised when James climbed into his lap, thighs straddling his hips, and 
consumed him. They were both still sweating through the curtains of each other's hair and the lingering heat 
over their skin, Jason could feel warm damp in James’ stubble against his lips and chin, and the same when he 
caressed James' jaw and held the sides of his face. James had one hand curled around the back of Jason's neck 


and the other had found its way between then, palming at his dick through his shorts. 


Jason slipped his mouth down to James’ neck, one hand sneaking down and around to grab his ass. "You're not 


worried about anyone seeing now?" 


James grunted. "No," he said, cupping Jason's balls with so much natural, unintentional strength that it knocked 
the air out of Jason's lungs. "They'd probably just think you're a girl” 


Jason caught his breath and then lost it again when he laughed. "They'd think you're a girl, man" He slipped his 
hand into one of James' back pockets and squeezed the little bit of meat there. "Your ass is too flat to be a 
chick's, though." 


James grunted again and squeezed Jason's cock hard. "Thought you liked it” 


Jason gasped, not only at the pain but how stupidly good it felt despite--or maybe partially because of--that. 
"| do." He kissed James' neck softly and slowly in response; James quickly moved in sync as he started to grind 
his hips in the same rhythm and got a proper hold on Jason's cock, stroking it through the fabric. Jason 
managed to wedge his free hand between them and undo the fly of James’ jeans, though the angle was too 
close, the denim too tight and James’ skin too sweaty to do much more beyond get his hand around James’ 


dick and start to stroke in tandem. 


"Fuck," James hissed, straining his neck back, giving Jason even more to nibble on, and fumbled around with 
Jason's shorts to get his dick out, too. He grabbed Jason's wrist and tore it away from his own hard-on, 
shoving his hips forward and grinding their cocks together, the passenger seat squeaking. Jason dipped his 
fingers beneath the hem of James' t-shirt and traced his way up the tense abdomen, feeling each rib on 
James’ right size, up to curve his hand around his pec, thumb grazing over his nipple. James humped against 
Jason harder--the van, Jason realized, must have quite literally been rocking in the parking lot, and he almost 
laughed at the absurdity of that image, but James stopped that by curving his spine and attaching his lips to 
Jason's neck. He sank his teeth in, Jason stuttered wordlessly, head thrown back against the headrest, as 
James licked over the bite, then sucked loudly, furiously, as the crotches of both their respective shorts and 


jeans became ruined with sweat and precum. 


"Ah, fuck--James," Jason moaned, both hands going to James’ ass again, encouraging the ridiculously hot 
humping and grinding. He was so hot he felt feverish, body totally damp with sticky sweat, his head hazy, 
everything behind his eyes blood red. James' tongue trailed up his throat; he nipped at the cut of Jason's jaw, 


then their mouths were together again. James slid his tongue into Jason's mouth, and Jason didn't mind the 
clacking of their teeth and spit slicking down both of their chins while they couldn't keep the kisses within any 
real decorum. His back arched even before he was shooting his load between them, spine cracking through the 
loud hum of the a/c; he moaned and panted against James' mouth and squeezed his cheeks through his jeans 


as he came, the searing, sticky wetness feeling obscene in his lap. 


James chuckled, halfway out of breath, and continued to grind against Jason's hips. "You're a little freak," he 
commented and, when the blinking red stars behind Jason's eyes faded and he opened them again, he saw 
James’ face painted with a familiar smug satisfaction. He swiped his fingers through his own release and 


wrapped that hand around James’ cock; James groaned, brow furrowing, and squeezed his eyes shut. 


"Says you," Jason retorted, brain still too foggy to come up with anything else, and apparently James was too 
close to come up with his own response. His entire body shuddered on top of Jason's as he tangled his fingers 
in the mess of auburn curls, tugging a little, and fucked into Jason's hand until he cursed and moaned perhaps 
loud enough to overpower the a/c and the rumble of the van. Jason fisted James through his orgasm until he 
whined and tugged Jason's wrist away; Jason laughed, triumphant in recognizing that no one else had had the 
pleasure of James humping them like that in the passenger seat of that van that had certainly seen better 
days, and sweetly kissed his throat. 


James huffed. He pressed Jason against the seat while he reached behind them, one hand returning with a few 
slightly crumpled but clean leftover fast food napkins. Jason took them and wiped them both up as best he 
could, then tucked them both back into their clothes. James snatched away the crumpled ball and tossed it into 
the back; Jason laughed. "You sure you want Lars to find that?" 


"Whatever," James replied, leaning back, eyes scanning Jason, who felt in dire need of a long, cold shower. "You 


looked wrecked. You should see the hickey | gave you." 


Jason reached behind James and flipped the sun visor down, then the mirror; an impressive patch of red 
stained the side of his neck, just the right size for a pair of lips and a set of teeth. "I don't mind" 


James grinned. "You are a little freak." He spared Jason another kiss before climbing back into the driver's 
seat, pushing his hair back from his pink face. "Time to hit the road. We probably shouldn't stick around after 
all that public indecency. 


"| can't believe you did that, James," Jason said, laughing a little, post-orgasm glow still warm around him, 
making him feel loose and giddy. He leaned to the side and kissed James’ cheek "Scared to hold my hand but 
you'll hump me in the parking lot? You're the freak" James just snickered and buckled himself up, putting the 
van in drive, and started to peel out of the parking lot. Jason strapped himself in and wiped sweat from his 
forehead with the back of his hand. "Think we should tell them we're all good now? Kirk and Lars? l'm sure 
they want rehearsals to like, go back to normal by now. | think Kirk will be excited about it” 


James snorted. "By going back to normal, you mean me being an asshole?" 


Jason actually laughed. "Maybe not that. But we gotta get back in it, Het. If you still wanna be famous." 
"| want a lot of things. That one might be lower on the list now." 
Jason's heart thumped once. "Oh yeah?" 


James turned his face, his eyelashes looking even more pale gold in the warm glow of the sky. "What 
do you want, Jason?" 


"You," Jason answered instantly, and James laughed and smiled, making Jason smile just the same. "Really. 
That's it. More days like this, more days with you. It's easier for me to look at the glass as being half full 
when it's good between us. Like this." 


"I think we can do that" James sighed. "This made me forget. It made me forget everything else." 


"And we didn't even drink." Jason looked out the window as they neared the highway, the sun starting to blaze 
behind the trees. "Who would've thought?" 


"You. You're always thinking. And always thinking about me, at least it seems that way," James said, words 
laced with more affection than Jason expected. "You don't have to. You should think more about yourself, what 


you want--not worry about me so much." 

"I want to help," Jason said. "I like helping. ls that annoying?" 
James smirked. "Only sometimes.” 

Jason chuckled. "Guess you'll just have to deal with it” 


James took his right hand off the wheel and extended it between them, palm facing up. "I guess so, Jase. | think 
| can live with that." 


His hand was warm in Jason's. Jason smiled to himself, flushed and fluttering with excitement and glee, as 
James laced their fingers together; Jason gave him a little squeeze and looked out the windshield. It was 
curious how everything seemed a little less significant, a little less frightening, when he could touch James’ skin 


and know there was a piece of him that Jason would always hold and carry. It may have taken nearly a year 


to hold James' hand, but so be it--the ride was worth it. 


-X{ll- 


Author's Notes: 

We've reached the end; the end of the fic, anyway. Certainly not the end for these two :) Thank you all for 
your comments and kudos and just for reading in general--it really does mean a lot to me. | love this pairing 
endlessly and you probably haven't seen the last of it from me <3 

| don't think "contemporary" jungle gyms like now were really a thing in the 80s, so you might have to cut me 
some slack for the one lol. | really hope you enjoyed this journey <3 


Doubt had stuck around in Jason's mind--doubt that James would curb the drinking, doubt that he would 
accept the love Jason had given him, doubt that James would keep extending the love he told Jason he had for 
him. Time seemed to have been Jason's enemy for so long, he could hardly believe when it started to feel 
more like a friend, like it was working with him--with them--rather than against him. But James drank more 
slowly and, more importantly, less. He showed up to Jason's apartment sober and didn't go searching for the 
bottles of liquor still sitting in the kitchen. Sober sex was even better than drunk sex, Jason discovered. And 
James welcomed Jason to cuddle up to him on the couch and in bed but, even better, he welcomed a little 
more physical affection around Kirk and Lars. It was like watching a tumultuous, hazardous storm gradually 


steadied off into a clearer and clearer sky. 


Those two. Jason had to laugh. Lars was all wide-eyed and full of shock even weeks later, always watching the 
pair with curious and perplexed eyes, seeming to never let his guard down He'd also become a little more 
controlling, more aggressive during rehearsals, but Jason figured he had to compensate somehow, and he'd let 
Lars have that. Kirk just went with the flow, apparently content to hang back and watch everything unfold 
without--or perhaps with silent--concern. And it unfolded steadily, slowly, and Jason was more than okay with 


that. 


They'd gotten used to having Jason around their house more, or so it seemed. No longer did James boss Jason 
around or shove him out; Jason was even more perplexed when James, for the first time, settled down on the 
beaten up old sectional right next to him and curled his arm around him in front of Kirk and Lars, like it was 
the most natural thing. A few nights after that big step, Jason got to sleep over. There was no sex--James 
just flattened himself against Jason's backside, playing the big spoon, and held him as he nuzzled his nose 
against the back of Jason's neck. James always fell asleep before him, so Jason would lie there, exceptionally 
warm and shockingly secure, and listen to James' breaths deepen and slow until his own eventually followed 
suit. The bad dreams had stopped--actually, most of his sleep had become dreamless. Deep, dark dreamless 
sleep. And when he woke up, James was usually sprawled out, messy and ragged and beautiful, with most of 
the blankets shoved over to Jason's side. 


And then summer was winding down, though almost imperceptibly so, as subtle and as silky as a breeze. Jason 


could smell the turn in the air, like the atmosphere crisped up and everything cooled down just slightly. The 


sun was still raging each day but it seemed that more clouds showed up day by day, making the late 
afternoons soft. But that was about it. Where he and James walked, the grass was still plush and green; no 
falling leaves, no kaleidoscope of orange, yellow, crimson and fawn colored leaves. Everything was still green, still 
warm, like summer was almost never-ending. Jason could live with that. It felt like the first time he could say 
that to himself with confidence, the nostalgia and weariness for an old place dissipating little by little with 
James by his side. 


The band was still getting gigs, that was good, too. That made the perpetual summer seem even more 
worthwhile, like the city's nonstop heat and electricity actually propelled them all forward and kept the audience 
close by. Jason couldn't think too much about that idea of fame, not when he was constantly distracted by all 
of the sweat and beer that went into the actual work of it all, plus James’ smile. That big, white smile that, as 
cliche as it was even to Jason, really did light up the entire room. Or garage. Or van. Maybe the entire world, 
if the entire world ever got to really see it happen It always felt like a bit of a blessing when Jason saw that 
smile, so bright and infectious, like every fiber of joy in James' body wound up into one big mass and just shot 
right through him in that moment. So Jason tried to make James smile as often as he could, he was usually 
successful. If he wasn't, it was often a silly, overexaggerated frown when James was being pouty and didn't 


want to give Jason the satisfaction He'd get it eventually though, always. 


It was an exceptionally humid, cloudy afternoon when James brought Jason lunch, saving him from the 
stagnant "employees only" back room and a haphazardly made sandwich with deli turkey that had probably 
already seen one too many days in the fridge. So James was there, living up to the previously expected vision 
of him as a knight in shining armor, except Jason's knight was in something even better than armor--he was 
in Jason's own black Misfits tank, all wrinkled and worn from Jason having worn it literally the day before. No 


wash. Maybe a little dank. Still incredibly endearing, and Jason let James know that. 


"Shut it, Newsted," James groused, cheeks going all rosy as he ducked behind his hair, still extra blonde from 
all the sun. There'd been a lot of beach days, too. 


Jason leaned in as he parked himself right down next to James, planting his feet on the pavement beneath the 
open passenger door. He pressed his nose up against the collar of the shirt and sniffed. "It smells more like you 
now than me. Which means you're really gonna need to wash it, Het" 


"f it's your shirt, shouldn't you wash it?" James replied, twisting his upper body to grab two cans of soda 
that must have been rolling around the entire time he was driving, handing one to Jason. 


Jason lightly tapped the top and held it between his knees. "Whoever wore it last should wash it. Thought we'd 
already established that." 


James rolled his eyes but chuckled affectionately, wrapping one arm around Jason's shoulders. "Whatever you 


say, honey" 


Jason snuggled into him, turning his cheek to say the words into James’ smoky, soft hair: "I'm always here to 


remind you, darling’ He popped the tab of his soda while James twisted around again to grab two plastic 


containers, the sandwiches in each looking far more promising than what Jason had brought. James really was 
a bit of a savior. He looked at James with unabashed love, his heart so light from so many new, good days, 
from the simple yet profound sweetness James showed up. "Thanks for lunch, James. You should've seen what 
| brought--my fridge is so sad right now. But | was thinking, if you wanted, | could get some stuff after work, 
make us both dinner." It was only an idea he'd had while sitting there, but it would be a much-needed reason 
to actually stop neglecting groceries and get a break from takeout. Plus he figured James would just love him 
playing housewife for a bit. 

"What are you gonna make?" 


"What do you want?" 


"Anything" That was the truth--James wasn't picky. At least Jason had no expectations to live up to if it all 


went wrong. 


Jason thought for a moment while he bit into his sandwich. "I could do pork chops and some butternut squash? 


That'd be pretty easy. Just gotta make sure | don't set off the smoke alarm." 

James smiled. "You're really in the mood for fall." 

"You guys don't really get much of a fall season here. But | think | could still find some squash." 
“Crawdads?" 


Jason laughed. "Nope. | think we can just barely afford to eat better than that. And this way, it'll make us even 


since you bought me lunch." 


"You'll spend more on that," James said, a little crease of concern forming between his eyebrows. "Lemme pay 
for some of it--" 


"No, you're not paying for any of it," Jason interrupted. He leaned into James’ shoulder some more, the two of 


them so close one would have to work to pry them apart. ‘Let me treat you right: 
"You do" James rested his cheek atop Jason's mess of curls, "All the time 

"| like to do it. Thought I'd get some beer, too?" 

"Im definitely paying for that, Jase" 

"If you want" 


James kissed the top of Jason's head. "I want to." 


Jason had to call his mom from work to get the marinade recipe for the pork chops. It was sweet how she 
asked about James every time Jason got her on the line--he'd never said it outright, but he figured his mom 
knew there was something beyond bandmates. She even asked what Jason was planning on wearing for their 
"sweet night in" and gave gentle encouragement for him to wear something other than another band tee. The 
validation even of things unspoken was nice--Jason didn't feel alone anymore. He had everyone he wanted and 
needed backing him up from all sides. 


His heart still did a leap when he got the knock on the door. Every time, without fail. And every time, without 


fail, James was there. 


"Smells good," James commented, following Jason the few steps into the Tiny little kitchen that was seeing the 
most use it ever had. He set the six-pack he'd brought on the counter. "It smells--sweet:" 


"| put brown sugar on the squash," Jason told him. He bent over in front of the oven and opened the door a 


crack--not burning. Good. 
"Like Thanksgiving.” 


Jason chuckled. "Yeah, like Thanksgiving.” He turned to the fridge and grabbed a couple of straggling, cold beers, 
handing one off to James. 


James took it and swung his arms around Jason as the fridge door was being shut. "You'd make a great 


housewife, Newsted." 
Jason snorted. "Think you'd look better in an apron, though." 


"Nah." James tightened his hold on him, his beer pressed against Jason's bicep while Jason's was left to dangle 
in his trapped hand. "Hey are you--are you going home for the holidays?" 


Jason's heart made another leap, drumming up against his ribs. "Yeah, | was planning on it. | did last year. 


Why?" 

"I just think I'll miss you." 

Jason managed to turn around in James' arms, slinging his arms up over his shoulders, and looked straight up 
into those stormy blue eyes, their usual fierceness subdued into a watercolor softness. "You'll miss me? 


Really?" 


"You're just teasing me now," James said, placing his beer-free hand on Jason's hip. "Yeah, Jase--l'll miss you." 


"That means you're expecting us to still be together by then” Jason couldn't contain the bit of smugness that 
came through as he said it, but the assurance of solidity was nearly too much to handle. He ran his fingers 
through James' hair at his nape and brought him down for a soft, one-note kiss. "If you want, | mean, you 
could come with me. My mom asks about you all the time." 


James looked just a tad smug then, giving Jason a lopsided grin. "Yeah?" 


"Yeah. So, y'know, if you wanted to, you could come for Thanksgiving. Or Christmas." Jason smiled back. "Or all 
of it" 


"Mama Newsted really wouldn't mind?" 


Jason laughed. "Hell no. She'd love you, | promise." He gave James another kiss, then untangled from him and 


popped the tab of his beer. "You can think about it. If we're still together by then, I'd love you to come with 


me. 


"Æ" James gawked at him, swiveled to abandon his beer on the counter, then closed the gap between them and 
held Jason's face in his hands. "We're gonna be together, Jase. Just you wait and see." 


Jason giggled. "That's all | want." 
"Then it's done. Swear to God, I'm gonna make it happen" 
"You don't even believe in God, Het." 


"| believe in other things," James said, leaning down, and kissed Jason as if that proved everything. To Jason, it 


kind of did. 
The smoke alarm suddenly blaring made them pull apart, and Jason frantically sprung past James to yank the 
oven door down, a faint cloud of smoke billowing out into the kitchen "Oh, fuck, no--okay, it's fine," he declared, 


grabbing an oven mitt to pull the tray of squash out. "Just some of the sugar burned” 


James reached up to the smoke detector and unscrewed it, tearing the battery out. "Stupid fucking thing. So 
fucking loud" 


Jason grabbed his beer and took a long sip, trying to come down from the panic of potentially squandering half 
their dinner. “It ruined a nice moment. | might as well leave the battery out for good. It's not like | cook in here 
that much anyway." 


"| don't want you to die in a fire, though," James replied. "I'll put it in after everything's done." 


Jason smirked as he fiddled with the squash, poking at some of the burnt sugar with a fork. "Put what in?" 


James growled playfully and squeezed Jason's hip. "Don't start, Jase." 
‘lm not starting anything.” 


James peered over Jason's shoulder as he smoothed his hand up and down his waist. "It looks good to me. No 


one ever made me dinner before." 


Jason smiled, still proud of his work despite the slight mishap. "You can help me with the pork chops if you 


want. I'm gonna make a salad" 


"We're eating like kings," James said. He took the skillet Jason handed him and placed it on top of a burner after 
Jason took the tray of squash away, plating all of them and dumping the dirty pan in the tiny sink. "Your mom 
gave you the recipes?" 


"For the pork chops, yeah. | kind of winged it with the squash. How hard is butter and sugar?" Jason took the 
container of marinating pork chops from the fridge. "Well. Unless you burn it” He watched James take out two 
pork chops in a surprisingly slow and careful manner, laying them in the pan, and listened to the soft sizzle. He 
smiled a little, only to himself, as James’ attention was devoted wholeheartedly to what was happening in the 
pan, watching patiently with the tongs in hand, ready to go whenever the meat told him to go. 


"You'll fit right in at home," Jason said, turning on the tap to rinse through the romaine lettuce. "My mom 
could use an extra pair of hands in the kitchen" 


"You really think she'd like me?" 


"Love you," Jason corrected, turning the tap off, flicking the lettuce leaves free of as much water as possible 
before he laid it out on paper towels. "Yeah, man She would. You don't have to worry about that" 


"Does she--" James paused, and Jason looked over to see him gently prod one of the chops. "Does she know 
we're like, um, boyfriends?" 


"I get the impression she thinks something like that. But | never told her." Jason lightly dragged his hand over 
the small of James’ back as he went to the fridge again to grab a tomato and a pepper. "Why, you want me to 
tell her?" 


"No, |, um--l mean" Jason could see James blush even as he tried to hide. "If you want to. | wouldn't--l 


wouldn't mind, | mean. But you don't have to." 


Jason left his salad alone, unable to resist wrapping his arms around James from behind and hold him close. 


"You're actually so sweet, James, down inside. How can anyone resist that?" 


James laughed quietly. "Watch out, don't burn yourself." 


Jason didn't move. He'd let the splatter burn him, for all he cared. "I'll tell her soon. I'll slip it in all casual. She'll 


be over the moon" 

"Over the moon" James laid his free hand over Jason's forearm. "Sometimes you say the funniest shit, Jase." 
"Nah. l'm just not a Cali airhead." 

James huffed and tossed his hair back in Jason's face. "I'm not an airhead." 


Jason spat some blonde hair out of his mouth. "No, you're not," he agreed, giving James a squeeze before he 


went back to the cutting board. "You've got a big brain. You're just quiet about it. | love that about you." 
James winked. "What else do you love about me?" 
Jason laughed. "A lot of things." 


"| didn't burn these. Yet," James commented as he turned the pork chops over. Jason was concentrating on 
slicing the tomato up, James left in his peripheral, when James added, "You know what, Jase? | think you're my 


favorite person" 


Huh. They were past the nervousness of "I love yous," sure, yet "favorite person’ seemed even more heavy- 
hitting than that to Jason. He paused for a second, then lifted the sliced tomato pieces with the knife and 
dropped them into the salad. "You really mean that?" 


"Who else am | with almost 24 hours a day?" 


A fair point. Jason started slicing the pepper up. Despite the space being doubly cramped with James there, 
the kitchen actually felt lighter, brighter; since things had been steady and smooth, his whole apartment had 
felt that way, really. James' presence had intercepted its way into all sorts of little places--his own 
toothbrush on the bathroom sink, a new bar of soap in the shower, socks and t-shirts and hoodies strewn 
about the bedroom, and the repeated flowering of James' scent on the pillows and sheets. Actually, Jason 
should really wash all those--he made a mental note as he finished up the salad. 


"I think they're done," James said, grabbing two plates from the cupboard as he simultaneously switched the 


burner off. 


Jason didn't own a proper table and the improper table--a slightly shoddy black card table he'd found on the 
side of the road not long after he moved to California--hadn't ever seen much use. But he set it as best he 
could and, even without placemats and cloth napkins, it didn't look like a bad spread. Even the mismatched 


chairs he and James sat in suddenly seemed to have some charm rather than just looking pathetic. 


"Whoa," Jason said while he chewed his first bite of pork. "You did a good job. They're not dried out. | definitely 


would've burned them." 


"Everything is good," James replied, spearing a piece of pork, then a piece of squash. "We should do this more 


often. Maybe next time | can cook for you." 

"Yeah?" 

"Yeah. Kick Lars and Kirk out, we'd have the house to ourselves," James mused. He 
prepared another forkful. "You ever thought about--like, moving in?" 


Jason almost choked on a mouthful of lettuce. "Like moving into your house?" He managed to swallow, then 
went for a sip of beer. He hated to even think about it, but wasn't that moving a little too fast? He'd definitely 
imagined what it would be like to live with James and, while there was a lot of good in those daydreams, it 


usually led to visions of too little space, too many messes and the threat of total dissolution 


"Yeah." James looked up from his plate and his face fell a little. "Oh, shit. Sorry." Jason raised an eyebrow at 
him, not expecting such a quick--and unnecessary-—apology. "I was just like, throwing it out there. If you ever 


wanted to--" 


"You know what they say, James," Jason began. The unease was ebbing away into more self-satisfaction. James 


really did want Jason around. All the time. "Don't try to fix something that isn't broken 

"So that's a no?" James asked, but he looked more amused than disappointed. 

‘Its a ‘lets see how things go’ My lease is up in June," Jason told him, eyeing his beautiful, complex, smart- 
ass boyfriend from across the table. "If we're still together then, I'd definitely consider it. Moving in with you." 
He leaned forward and slid his hand on top of James’ wrist. "Think you can handle another nine months?" 
James gave him a big, blinding smile. "Easy." 


Jason smiled back. "I think my optimism is rubbing off on you, Het." 


James turned his arm over, slipping his hand into Jason's. "It's kinda hard not to be influenced by it" He 
squeezed gently. "It's really powerful." 


Dessert was courtesy of Little Debbie--and a little more beer--and the pair decided it was probably a good 
idea to walk off some of that feast. In the pleasant quiet of Jason's little neighborhood, and with the shield of 
sapphire-tinged darkness, James actually held his hand as they walked, only the occasional streetlight or porch 
light revealing that affection. Jason was more than content with that. 


They both liked going to the little park playground at night, when no one was there and nostalgia and 
sentimentality could hit both of them like needles to the chest--James had told Jason that before, which 
stunned him. James wishing to go back in time sometimes, wishing to revisit a life that was so painful but, as 
he explained, in some ways more freeing. Jason knew he couldn't ever totally understand. His life bouncing 
around on farmland, surrounded by green and gold fields, had always seemed so boring, so ordinary, until he 
got into James' head. There was nothing ordinary about that life and those memories. 


It took Jason all of three seconds to scale the jungle gym and land inside of it, his head nearly touching the 
roof; James quickly followed, so tall he had to stoop over. It took all of one second for James to coerce Jason 
down to the wooden surface, both of them giggling all the way, and one more second before they were kissing 
in the shadows, hands tangling in hair and clutching at fabric, James shoving his knee between Jason's legs as 
he laid back. Jason let James have that upper hand for a minute--his knee rubbing against his crotch really 
did feel way too good--but then grabbed him by the shoulders and pushed him back, Jason climbing over him, 


pinning him, and James nipped at Jason's bottom lip as he ducked down to kiss him some more. 


Jason planted one hand next to James’ head, then felt a tiny, sharp shot of pain in his palm. He winced against 
James’ lips and pulled back, sitting right down on top of his crotch without even thinking, which made James 
lift his hips up and grind against him. The hard warmth of James rubbing up against his ass was a momentary 


distraction, but Jason went back to studying his hand as best he could in the dark. 
"What?" James asked, grabbing Jason's hips. 

Jason held his hand out to James. "Splinter." 

James squinted. "| can't even see it.” 


"It's in there." 


"Lemme see," James said and propped himself up on an elbow, then brought Jason's hand closer to his face. He 
lightly traced one fingertip over Jason's palm. "Oh, yeah--here." Jason watched as he forefinger and thumb 
together over the splinter, working almost blindly with the darkness around them, and tried to pry it out. 
"Man, it is in there. Shit" 


Jason laughed a little as James’ valiant but maybe a little unnecessary determination. "It's alright. Ill deal with 


it later." 


"No, l'm gonna get it out," James assured him. He grabbed Jason's hips again and cajoled him off, kneeling in 
front of him instead. "Different angle might help. Now | have leverage." He went back to inspecting Jason's palm 
and carefully prying with his fingers; Jason just watched. He didn't think it was silly that this was an apparent, 
whole act of love on James' part, there really was something beautiful about James trying to hard to take 
care of something as small as a splinter. Months ago, he would have laughed at Jason and called him a pussy, 
told him to get over it; here he was now, playing nurse. Jason wanted to kiss him again. It would have to wait 


until James accomplished his mission 


And a minute later, he did, triumphantly holding up the little shard of annoyance between his fingers before 
flicking it off the side of the jungle gym. "Wow, I'm surprised | got it" He shot a glare off in the same direction. 
"Stupid thing. Another moment ruined, huh?" 


"If a smoke detector and a splinter are the biggest obstacles, I'll take them," Jason said, leaning forward to give 


James that well-deserved kiss. 


James hummed a little and pulled Jason against his chest. He spread his legs; Jason wiggled around in James’ 
arms and pressed his back to him. The air felt cool, almost sincerely cold, while James' arms radiated their 
perpetual California heat over his chest and stomach, his big hands clasped around Jason and his nose pressed 
into his hair. 


"Its been almost a year since you joined Metallica," James said into Jason's curls, so softly it was more of a 


whisper. 


"I know." Jason could remember that audition like it was yesterday. "Almost a year since you gave me a death 


glare for an hour straight. Its probably a record” 


"That was a shitty day," James mused, smoothing one hand across Jason's stomach. "Not because of you, | get 
that now. Just--you know. Everything.” 


Jason clasped James’ other hand. "Yeah. | know, James." 


James squeezed Jason's hand. "Now, | don't know what I'd do without you, man. | feel like | owe you so much 


for putting up with all this shit" 


"Nah, you don't owe me anything. Seriously." Jason turned his head to meet James' eyes, those blue wolf eyes 


that flashed silver in the dark. "We're past all that." 


"You're my favorite person," James reminded Jason, hugging him to his chest. "But | think you're also the best 


person | know, Jase." 
Jason smiled. "What about Kirk? He might be even better than me." 


"Kirk can do like, no fucking wrong," James said with a laugh. "So, yeah, maybe he's hard to beat. But | still think 
you're the best." 


"Thank you, James." Jason settled back against him, resting his hand on James' thigh. "I think you're brilliant. 
The most brilliant person I've ever met” He wasn't tired at all but he still felt like, if they just sat like that 
long enough, he could fall asleep nestled up against James, awash in chilled autumn air and silent darkness. The 
only times Jason felt like he could really sit still were when he was with James. That ying and yang--it worked. 


What would one do without the other? 


James, on the other hand, was apparently restless. "So," he began, slipping his fingers underneath Jason's shirt, 
making little circles over his skin. "Are we going back anytime soon? | did say | was gonna put the battery back 


in the smoke detector." 
“That's all?" Jason laughed. 


James smoothed his entire hand up to Jason's chest. "Kinda wanted to suck your dick, too, actually. But I'm not 
gonna do that here." 


Jason flew away from James hold and was back on his feet before even he could blink. "Well, fuck, Het," he 


said, laughing and reaching down to pull James up. "Let's fucking go already." 


Back they went, playfully jostling and shoving each other, giggles turning into uproarious laughter that shook 
the night. Jason didn't even consider nine months, or Christmas, or Thanksgiving, or their show next week, or 
even tomorrow. It was more than enough to just be, to be so wholly present that nothing else mattered, and 
invincibility didn't seem so far-fetched. Of course, knowing a blowjob was imminent definitely helped keep a 
certain level of focus, too, and there was no time wasted as Jason unlocked his apartment door, as James 
grabbed his hand as soon as the door was shut again, and they chased each other into the bedroom. That was 


one familiarity Jason hoped wouldn't change. 


‘lm really your favorite?" Jason asked, mostly teasing, while James climbed on top of him, Jason pressed flat 


back against the bed. 


"| gotta say it again?" James bit his lip, then slid his hands up underneath Jason's shirt. "Yeah. My favorite. 
What about me?" 


Jason cupped the back of James' head and pulled him down, gliding their lips together, letting James slip their 
tongues together before he turned his head. "Definitely," Jason affirmed. "The best ever." 


James gave him the most endearing, brightest, most beautiful smile; Jason brought James back in close and 


pressed light kisses against his neck, trying to keep that smile there as long as possible. 


